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My husband’s brain is never at rest. He lives over everything in

dreams and talks aloud constantly.

—MRS. STEPHEN CRANE TO MORTON FREWEN

ON THE EVE OF CRANE'S DEATH

I cannot help vanishing, disappearing and dissolving. It is my

foremost trait.

—CRANE, IN A LETTER TO RIPLEY HITCHCOCK, 1896

At McClure’s I met Stephen Crane the wonderful boy whose
early work I saw and advocated in 1891-2. He is just returned
from Havana and looked dingy and soaked with nicotine but
appeared mentally alert and as full of odd thoughts as ever.
He strikes me now as he did in early days as unwholesome
physically—not a man of long life. He is now unusually careless
in dress. . .. He was not overwhelmed with joy to see me. He
looked yellow and his gaze was no longer frank. His attitude

toward me had changed in some way.

—HAMLIN GARLAND
DECEMBER 29, 1898
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ONE

ORA NEVER THOUGHT FOR A MOMENT THAT HER YOUNG

husband could die. Other people—especially that expensive
specialist whod come down for the day from London and stuck
his long nose into every corner of Brede Place and ended up charg-
ing her fifty poundsl—he'd whispered that Stevie’s lungs were so
bad and his body so thin and his fever so persistent that he must be
close to the end. But then, contradicting himself, he'd said if an-
other hemorrhage could be held off for three weeks he might im-
prove.

It was true that she had had a shock the other day when she'd
bathed Stephen from head to foot and looked at his body standing
in the tub like a classroom skeleton. She'd had to hold him up with
one hand while she washed him with the other. His skin was
stretched taut against the kettledrum of his pelvis.

And hot—he was always hot and dry. He himself said he was
“a dry twig on the edge of the bonfire.”

“Get down, Tolstoi, don’t bother him,” Cora shouted at the tat-

terdemalion mutt. It slipped off its master’s couch and trotted over



HOTEL DE DREAM

to her, sporting its feathery tail high like a white standard trooped
through the dirty ranks. She unconsciously snuggled her fingers
under his silky ears and he blinked at the unexpected pleasure.

The newspapers kept running little items at the bottom of the
page headlined, “Stephen Crane, the American Author, Very II1”
The next day they announced that the American author was im-
proving. Shed been the little bird to drop that particular seed
about improvement down their gullets.

Poor Stephen—she looked at his head as he gasped on the pil-
low. She knew that even in sleep his dream was full of deep, beauti-
tul thoughts and not just book-learning! No, what a profound
wisdom of the human heart he'd tapped into. And his thoughts
were clothed in such beautiful raiments.

This little room above the massive front oak door was his study,
where now he was wheezing, listless and half-asleep, on the day-
bed. The whole room smelled of dogs and mud. At one end, under
the couch and Stephen’s table, there lay a threadbare Persian car-
pet, pale and silky but discolored on one side with a large tea-stain
the shape of Borneo. At the other end of the room it had amused
Stephen to throw rushes on the floor as if he were a merry old soul
living in crude, medieval splendor. There were reeds and rushes
and grass everywhere downstairs, which confused two of the three
dogs, Tolstoi and Spongie, into thinking they were outdoors: they
weren't always mindful of their best housebroken comportment.

The maid, a superstitious old thing, had placed a small jar of
tar under Stephen’s bed. Did she think it would absorb the evil
spirits, or hold off the ghosts that were supposed to haunt Brede
Place?

Yes, Stephen had all the symptoms, what the doctors called the
“diathesis,” or look of consumption: nearly transparent skin,

through which blue veins could be seen ticking, and a haggard face
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and a cavernous, wheezing chest. His hair was as lank and break-
able as old lamp fringe. His voice was hoarse from so much cough-
ing and sometimes he sounded as if he were an owl hooting in the
innermost chamber of a deep cave. He complained of a buzzing in
the ears and even temporary deafness, which terrified a “socialist”
like him, the friendliest man on earth (it was Cora’s companion,
the blameless but dim Mrs. Ruedy, who had worked up this very
special, facetious, meaning of socialist). Cora wondered idly if Mrs.
Ruedy was back in America yet—another rat deserting the sinking
ship.

Cora glimpsed something bright yellow and pushed back Ste-
phen’s shirt—oh! the doctor had painted the right side of his torso
with iodine. At least they weren't blistering him. She remembered
how one of the “girls” in her house, the Hotel de Dream, in Jack-
sonville, had had those hot jars applied to her back and bust in or-
der to raise painful blisters, all to no avail. Shed already been a
goner.

“Hey, Imogene,” Stephen murmured, his pink-lidded eyes flut-
tering open. He smiled, a faint echo of his usual playfulness. He
liked to call her “Imogene Carter,” the nom de plume she'd made
up for herself when she was a war correspondent in Greece and
which she still used for the gossip columns and fashion notes she
sent to American newspapers.

“What is it, Stevie?” she asked, crouching beside him.

“Tell me,” he said, “is the truth bitter as eaten fire?”

O, she thought. He’s quoting himself. One of his poems. A
kind of compliment, probably, since in the very next stanza, she
recalled, there was something about his love living in his heart. Or
maybe it was just idle chatter and all he wanted was something to
say, something that would hold her there.

“I'see,” he said in so soft a whisper that she had to bend her ear
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closer to his lips, “I see you're airing your hair.” He was making fun
of her habit of loosening her long golden hair two or three hours
every day and letting it flow over her shoulders. Arnold Bennett
had been horrified, she'd been told, by her undressed hair when he
dropped in unexpected for lunch one day. Hed told Mrs. Conrad
(who'd unkindly passed the gossip along) that Cora’s Greek san-
dals and her diaphanous chiton-like wrapper and loose hair made
her look “horrible, like an actress at breakfast.” But Mr. Bennett
didn’t have much hair nor would it ever have been his chief glory.
There was nothing glorious about him except his prose, and that
only intermittently.

No, Cora firmly believed that a woman must let her hair down
every day for a spell if it were to remain vigorous and shiny (she'd
heard that Sarah Bernhardt did the same; at sixty she looked
thirty).

“Yes,” Cora said. She was going to add, “We all need to
breathe,” but censored herself—that would be cruel to say to the
gasping man.

Embarrassed, she blurted out, “We're going to Germany, Ste-
phen.” She hadn't intended on saying anything yet about her new-
est scheme to cure him, but now she had to continue. “To the
Black Forest.” She liked the sound of that, the name of her favorite
cake—and also something solemn and shaded like the scene of a
cruel fairy tale involving children and death by oven. “We've got to
get you out of this damp country with its cold rains and harsh
winds.”

“Oh, Cora, Cora, I love the way you discourse,” Stevie said,
raising his finger to her cheek and touching its softness with some-
thing as dry and stiff as a gull's wing found on the beach after a
long winter.

He indicated, with a shift of his eyes, the Sussex country-
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side just outside the window: green, peacefully rioting with wild-
flowers.

“It’s fair now,” she said, “but if you want all four seasons, just
stick around for a day.”

She asked him about the trip to Germany. She knew he didn't
usually like to discuss his failing health with her. She'd overheard
him upbraiding someone for asking her hard questions about her
future alone. “Don’t upset Cora,” Stevie had said. “It’s a funny
woman thing, but I think she likes me.”

Now she told him how this German clinic was considered the
best in the world. The same Dr. Koch who'd isolated the tubercu-
losis germ ten or fifteen years ago was behind this clinic at Baden-
weiler, which looked out on blooming fruit trees and stood on the
edge of the Black Forest. After all, the Germans knew how to do
these things, everyone else was an amateur.

Stevie echoed her very French pronunciation of amateur. She
knew he liked to mock everything foreign in American expatriates,
especially their linguistic affectations. The more Henry James
fluted away like an English matron, the more Stevie when around
him tried to sound like Daniel Boone or Andrew Jackson. Of
course there was a serious concern buried under the tomfoolery;
he was always so worried he'd forget the authentic American voice,
that hed start sounding like a limey, or like nothing at all. That

was the worst: linguistic limbo.






TWO

HE LAST GOOD BOOK I WAS WRITING WAS THE ONE
Hamlin Garland made me destroy. I wonder if I could write
something now about my own life. I've never done that. What

would I write? What would I say about myself?

I wish Cora would stop talking about my health. It’s a jinx! Not
that I really care what happens to me, I never wanted to live past
thirty—but that’s still two years away. . . . Keats and Byron: they
got out young.

My mind is so full of money, twenty pounds here and fifty
pounds there—of all the vast sums I owe and the meager pay-
ments I'm due—that I can't think of anything serious. Nor of
anything frivolous, like this silly book, The O’Ruddy. I've got to dash
it off. I suppose Cora will have the final installment on that if I
die. Oh, I won't die, but Cora’s blasted trip she’s got planned for
me to this miraculous German clinic could put me out of com-

mission for a few months.
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In Germany, is that where they practice pneumothorax? Is that
what they call puncturing the lung and letting it deflate alto-
gether?

These croakers have no idea what they’re doing, not even the
Germans. A bacillus, yes, but how to kill it? Their treatments all
feel like fighting a horsefly with a slingshot. They want me to sleep
in the great outdoors, even in winter, or, failing that, with my head
sticking out the window. Or they want me to gorge on a second
breakfast. Or repose on a sleeping porch, as if cold gales and ice
crusting the water glass were ever a cure-all. No music, no sex, no
conversation, except with dull old women, as if any form of stim-
ulation were fatal. They're all charlatans. Somebody told me the
other day—was it Wells>—that I'd never die from a hemorrhage,
since he was coughing blood himself just a year ago. Of course he’s
always exercising on that bicycle with the giant wheel he devised,
or pumping up and down on that lovely young wife of his, who's
so under his spell she’s changed her Christian name to suit him!
Her name wasn't originally Jane but Amy. But Wells didn’t like
Amy. Damn good of him to say that to me, about my prospects; a
fellow needs a bit of encouragement on some dim days.

If only Cora could locate her last husband and divorce him, I'd
marry her (we tell everyone we're married but we're not) and she'd
inherit all my future royalties, if there are to be any. And why not?
The Red Badge is all right. Yes, I'm certain of that. It’s still selling.
People could never believe I hadn't seen a second of combat. The
Badge was before my wars in Cuba, in Greece—well, when I did go
to my wars they proved that the old Badge was all right. And my
little whore novel, that’s real enough to survive. Again, I wrote that
before I became a reporter on the low-life beat.

I bave written a few decent things recently. My yarn about the
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Wild West was good: solid. But no, not much else. Most of it
blather. Now critics are saying I never knew what I was doing, that
the good things—The Red Badge, “The Open Boat,” “The Bride
Comes to Yellow Sky,” “The Blue Hotel”—were just happy hits.
Damn them! I took six weeks to write “The Blue Hotel.” I had
such a strong feeling that the Swede felt fated to die, that he was
shaking in fear in anticipation of his death that very day, though in
reality he had nothing or no one to fear, and in the end he was the
one who provoked the violence. Even in Cora’s newspaper columns
I could always put in a good word or two—something fresh and
queer. Most writing is self-dictating: yard goods. I was the only
one of my generation to add a beat here and steal a note there.
Rubato, it’s called in music; Huneker told me that.

I'd written forty pages of my boy-whore book, Garland read
them over and then with all his Wisconsin gravity in that steel-cut-
ting voice he said, “These are the best pages you've ever written
and if you don't tear them up, every last word, you'll never have a
career.” He handed the pages back to me and asked, “No copies?
This is the one and only version?”

“This is the one and only,” I said.

“Then you must cast it into that fire,” he said, for we were sit-
ting in a luxurious hotel lobby on Mercer Street, waiting for a
friend to descend, and a little fire was burning just a yard away
from our boots.

I couldn’t help feeling that Hamlin envied me my pages. He'd
never written anything so raw and new, so modern, and urban. No,
he has his rolling periods and his yarns about his father playing the
defeated pioneer farmer in the Dakotas, but he couldnt have writ-
ten my pages. No, Hamlin with his lips so white they looked as if
hed kissed a snowman, all the whiter because wreathed by his

wispy pale-brown beard and mustaches. His eyes sparkled with



HOTEL DE DREAM

flint chips and he seemed so sure of himself. Of course I was writ-
ing about an abomination, though Elliott was just a kid, not a
mildewed chump like Wilde—though you can find plenty of folks
in England who knew him and would still defend him. We all hear
them champion Wilde now, though no one stepped forward dur-
ing the trial. Yeats was the only person who made sense when he
talked about Wilde. Wilde’s trial and the publication of The Red
Badge occurred in the same year, 1895. But he represented an old
Europe, vicious and stinking of putrefaction, whereas the Badge is a
solid thing, trim and spare.

I threw my forty pages in the fire. It made me sick. A pearl
worth more than all my tribe. And all through the lunch, with its
oysters and baron of beef, I kept thinking the oysters were salty
from my tears and the blood gathering in the silver serving dish—I
thought that blood was my blood. I could barely eat and I couldn’t
follow the conversation with all its New York knowingness, re-
porter’s shoptalk. Of course Hamlin hated my painted boy; he was
even then scribbling his Boy Life on the Prairie in all its banal decency.
Not that I'd ever dreamed of defending my little Elliott, but I
knew his story was more poignant than scabrous.

God, I'm sounding absurd with my blood and tears and my re-
sentment of old Ham. Hamlin was the one who gave me the fif-
teen dollars I'd needed to redeem the second half of The Badge from
the typist. He was the one who had told me I was doing great
things and got Maggie to William Dean Howells, and then Howells
launched my career. Despite all the labels flying around in those
days—I was supposed to be “an impressionist” and then there was
Garland’s “veritism” and Howells’s “realism”—despite the com-
mitment to the gritty truth, my truth, the truth about little Elliott,
was too much for them to take on board.

Hamlin had been roundly criticized for saying in one of
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his books that a conductor had stared at a female passenger “like
a sex-maniac.” That was enough to win him universal censure in
America. No untoward deeds—just the word “sex-maniac,” and
next thing you know he was being compared to the sulfurous
Zola himself. Oh, he’s considered the devil's own disciple because
his heroes sweat and do not wear socks and eat cold huckle-
berry pie . ..

The only one who could cope with my Elliott was that mad,
heavy-drinking, fast-talking, know-everything Jim Huneker. Jim
would drink seventeen beers in an evening out and feel nothing.
He'd teach piano to an all-Negro class at the conservatory off Sev-
enteenth Street and then retire to his boardinghouse where he was
in love with a married woman named Josephine.

Her husband, a Polish merchant, never touched her, so Huneker
said. Hed just stare enraptured at her V-shaped corsage and suc-
cumb to a red-faced paroxysm of secret onanism. Huneker se-
duced the unhappy lady just by touching her, the first time a man
had touched those perfect breasts. But he was a busy one—he once
gave a dinner for all three of his ex-wives. He had a long, straight
Roman nose he was so proud of that he liked to speak in profile,
which could be disconcerting. His very black crinkly hair sat on
his white brow like a bad wig, but he made me pull on it once to
prove to myself it was real.

Huneker was such a womanizer! I could write about him in a
memoir, couldn’t I? As a music critic he'd encouraged aspiring fe-
male singers to prejudice his reviews in their favor through what he
called “horizontal methods.” Huneker also had a quasi-scientific
interest in inversion. Usually he'd scorn it. He condemned Leaves of
Grass as the “Bible of the third sex.” Initially he was hostile to the
eccentric, effeminate pianist Vladimir de Pachmann; he feared that

Pachmann’s silly shenanigans onstage might damage the reputation
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of serious musicians before the usual audience of American philis-
tines. Pachmann would stop a concert to say to a woman in the
front row, “Madam, you're beating your fan in two-thirds time and
I'm playing in seventh-eighths.” Or for no good reason he'd inter-
rupt his playing to pull his hoard of diamonds out of his pocket
and sift them from one hand to another. Because of these hijinx
Huneker called him “the Chopinzee,” and they traded insults at
Luchow’s when they first met and poured steins of beer over each
other’s head. But a year later they mellowed and Pachmann came to
dinner and played for Huneker for five hours, till three in the
morning.

Tchaikovsky also troubled Huneker for his indifference toward
women. Huneker was particularly disturbed by the story that sec-
onds after Tchaikovsky met Saint-Saéns, the composer of Samson
and Delilah, they were both in women’s clothes dancing the taran-
tella. When Tchaikovsky died, Huneker said he was “the most in-
teresting if not the greatest composer of his day”; Huneker also
defended Wilde and said the English were silly to abhor him after
they'd courted him for years.

I was with Huneker one wintry day walking up the Bowery. We'd
just had lunch at the old Mouquin’s down at Fulton Market and
we were strolling along in one of those brisk winds that drive ice
needles through your face even in the pallisaded fastness of Man-
hattan. In spite of our sole meuniére and red velvet banquette we
were suffering from the elements. Sometimes weeks go by in New
York and I scarcely notice if it’s hot or cold, fair or cloudy—and
then a stinky-hot day floats the reek of the tenements upstream, or

the gods decide to dump four feet of snow on the nation’s busiest
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metropolis. And then the snow turns it into a creaking New Eng-
land village.

The weak sunlight was filtering down through the rail slats of
the overhead elevated tracks and every few minutes another train
rumbled slowly past above our heads like a heavy hand on the key-
board. Beside us horses wearing blinkers were pulling carts down
the center of our street between the El tracks. Their shaggy forms
and pluming breath were scarcely visible through the blizzard of
sideways snow. The dingy-white awnings on every building were
bulging above the sidewalks under the weight of snow. The poor
prostitutes in their scanty clothes were tapping with their nails on
the windowpanes, trying to attract a bit of custom. One sad girl,
all ribs and scrawny neck, huddled in a doorway and threw open
her coat to show me her frozen wares. Huneker with his three
plump wives and horizontal sopranos certainly couldn't bother
even to sniff at these skinny desperadoes through his long Roman
nose. We walked and walked until we decided we had had enough
of the wind’s icy tattooing of our faces. We were about to step into
the Everett House on Fourth Avenue and Seventeenth Street to
warm up.

Standing in the doorway was a slight youth with a thin face and
dark violet eyes set close together and nearly crossed. He couldn’t
have been more than fifteen but he already had circles under his
eyes. He smiled and revealed small, bad teeth, each sculpted by
decay into something individual. He stepped toward us, and natu-
rally we thought he was begging, but then I saw his face was
painted—carmined lips and kohled eyes (the dark circles I'd no-
ticed were just mascara smudged by the snow).

The boy stumbled and I caught his cold little hand in my bony
paw. His eyes swam and floated up into his head; he fainted. Now
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I'm as frail as he was, but back then I was fit. I carried him into the
Everett House.

He weighed so little that I wonder if he filled out his jacket
and trousers with newspapers to keep warm, or to appear less
skinny. There was the faint smell of a cheap woman’s perfume
about him and, because of the way I was holding him, the stink of
dirty, oily hair that had absorbed cigarette smoke the night before.

I was ashamed of myself for feeling embarrassed about carry-
ing this queer little boy tart into a hotel of well-fed, loud-talking
men. All of them were illuminated by Mr. Edison’s new hundred-
bulb chandelier. The doorman took a step toward us, so agitated
that the gold fringe of his epaulets was all atremble; he held up a
white glove. Idiotically I said, “Don’t worry, he’s with me,” and
good old Huneker, who's a familiar face there, said, “Good God,
man, the boy’s fainted and we're going to get some hot soup down
him. That's what he needs, hot soup. Order us some hot soup!”
Huneker went on insisting on the soup as if it answered all ques-
tions about propriety.

There was a table free but the headwaiter glanced at the
manager—but he couldn’t stop us. We headed right for the table,
which was near Siberia, close to the swinging kitchen doors. I
placed my frail burden in a chair and, just to bluff my way out of
being intimidated I snapped my fingers and ordered some hot soup
and a cup of tea. The headwaiter played with his huge menus like a
fan dancer before he finally acquiesced and extended them to us.
Slowly the businessmen at the other tables gave up gawking and
returned to their conversations. Maybe that is why I was so sympa-
thetic to Elliott, as I soon learned was his name. I'd had to carry
him through a sea of disapproval.

Now that I looked at his painted face I feared I might vomit.

Huneker was studying me and smiling almost satirically, as if he
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knew my discomfort might make a good story that very evening,
when Josephine, she of the V-shaped corsage, held court. “Stephen
pretends to be so worldly,” I imagined he'd soon be saying, “but he
is the son of a Methodist minister and a temperance-worker
mother and he did grow up in darkest New Jersey, and though he’s
fraternized with hordes of daughters of joy he'd never seen a little
ganymede butt-boy buggaree before, and poor Stephen—you
should've seen his face, he nearly vomited just as the headwaiter
was confiding, “The joint won't be served till five! ”

Let him laugh. That was another thing I liked about Elliott:
the boy became devoted to me, though ultimately I was unable to

save him.






THREE

ORA RETURNED WITH THE TEA THINGS AND FOUND
Stephen awake and feverish with excitement. His great mus-
taches, which for months had been drooping, unclipped and un-
even, now seemed to be bristling with electricity. His eyes were
sparkling and looked as if they were about to emerge out of his
haggard, narrow face.
“Cora,” he whispered, “I want to dictate something to you.”
“Oh, yes, my love, we must get on with The O’Ruddy. It we can
finish another ten thousand words we might get another install-
ment of fifty pounds from Mr. Pinker. There’s a bailiff about to
issue a warrant for my arrest in London, and the butcher of Brede
won't deliver another joint until we've paid him off. He made the
worst row this morning, and the kitchen help cast reproachful
looks at me, as if poverty were a character flaw. Those two nurses
cost every week two pounds four shillings and sixpence each—and
that Dr. MacLaughlin ran us fifty pounds. Of course he was so
encouraging his visit was a good investment, but I took matters in

my own hands and got the necessary fifty pounds out of Lippin-
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cott by writing their London representative, Mr. Garneson, and
just saying outright, ‘T don't think they will hesitate as it was a mat-
ter of saving Stephen Crane’s life! That got them going, you can
bet! After all, Stephen Crane is a national treasure.”

Cora rattled on, talking about this home industry of hers called
Stephen Crane, but he was floating up somewhere near the cornice
and drifting down through the long, slanted rays of sunlight com-
ing through the dirty window.

Now she was on to something else. She was gossiping about
her recent trip to Paris with Stephen’s niece and how the women
there were wearing green, nothing but green. His mind skipped
ahead and suddenly she was saying the news of his health was
competing with the Boer War and the American presidential cam-
paign for the headlines. Absurd, but Cora liked to exaggerate. He
could never tell how famous he was, how either over- or underesti-
mated his celebrity was. It seemed that most of the people he met
had never heard of him unless they were other writers, though he
was prepared to believe, as Cora had put it tactlessly, that he was
more famous than his books.

They had plans to travel to Napoleon’s final place of exile and
death, the island of St. Helena, somewhere between Brazil and Af-
rica, because there was an English prison there where Boer prison-
ers were jailed, far from English laws and English eyes. They could
torture the enemy there and get away with it, exact confessions
from them, and never have to submit to a civic or military tribunal.
Stephen was supposed to write about the Boer question for the
New York Journa—but St. Helena was twelve hundred miles away
and now he thought the trip would have to wait. He wondered if
the English were torturing the Boers just for the pleasure of it.

Cora said the sea air would do him good.
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Maybe he was dying after all since he couldn’t much care about
the deaths of Boers or that women in Paris were wearing green.
Cora was pacing up and down the room, thrashing her skirt with
his riding crop, but even the sight of the crop didn’t make him
want to go out riding. Even when he'd hemorrhaged the day after
Christmas, hed loved riding across the Sussex hills as far as Rye
and Henry James’s house; hed half-believed that by posting in
his saddle and swallowing great gulps of cold air he could some-
how “freeze” the disease and not permit it to grow. Maybe even
Mr. James’s slippery, deviant conversation was curative.

He fell asleep and dreamed of galloping overland with Elliott
but the saddle hurt him dreadfully and he woke and realized the
pain was coming from his anal fistula. For the last two weeks he'd
endured the most awful pain whenever he tried to shit, or even sit
up. Wells, that “touchy, perverse little artist” as James described
him, had tried to laugh off the fistula as well, pointing out that
none other than Louis XIV had had the same malady and had suc-
cesstully subjected it to la grande opération. Dozens of courtiers at
Versailles pretended to have the same disease and underwent the
same surgery, just for the copycat prestige of it all. Crane had
laughed—but even that hurt him.

Cora watched him dozing off. The minute the fire went out of his
eyes his face was ashen, the white silky ash that a breath can blow
off the top of a dead log. She wanted to have Stevie moved down-
stairs to the room next to the front door so that he could stagger
out to a chaise longue in the garden on fair days (or, more realisti-
cally, fair hours, given this climate). He'd always been thin and his

ribs had always been sharp enough to scrub a shirt on, but now his
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face was so sunken that his teeth stood out under his cheeks like a
fist under a sheet. He was sweating. Every day for an hour or two

he'd sweat with a recurrence of his Havana fever.

The thought of Havana made her remember how he'd hidden in
that city for three or four months, away from her, away from every-
one. Theyd already been through so much together—their en-
counter in Florida on December 4, 1896, the war in Greece they'd
both covered as reporters, life in England. He'd left for Cuba in
the spring of 1898. In the fall he went to ground—shed heard
nothing from him for three months. He was living in Havana.
She'd been frantic for news of him—and for money! Morton had
just leased her this house, Brede Place, and shed had all the ex-
pense of moving down to Sussex and of picking up a few sticks
of passable furniture and hiring a staff—but she had no money,
Stevie was hiding! He said he loved her and dreamed of marrying
her but hed disappeared. Now she had her doubts—did he really
love her?

He'd coughed blood during the last days of the Spanish-Amer-
ican War and had been quarantined for typhoid on a ship bound
for Key West. But he'd always seemed to have enough energy for
another assignment. To him, it was like digging spurs in an old
horse’s flanks, he said. He'd jumped ship and sped off to Ponce for
the three-week war in Puerto Rico.

But after that, he'd sneaked back to Havana and filed stories
from that old, sinful, rotting city. There were only four gunboats
in the harbor and the wreck of the cruiser Alfonso X1I, stripped of
its engines and guns. His fever and shakes and sweat seemed natu-
ral enough in streets that stank of rotting guavas and open privies.

He could still write, but his hand was so shaky some of his words
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were illegible. He had been stabbed in the hand by that mad Cu-
ban in a dance hall. Cora had seen one of his handwritten letters,
but it wasn't to her.

Why had he dropped her?

He'd made her suffer terribly. She'd even cabled Secretary of
War Alger, demanding news of Crane. Shed tried to track him
down at the Hotel Pasaje in Havana, but he'd vanished. Alger never
responded. Later, much later, she'd learned that the Journal had cut
off his expenses since he hadn’t been delivering the articles—and
the Pasaje was the best and costliest hotel in town. She'd been fran-
tic with jealousy, convinced that Stevie was living with a younger,
prettier woman. Shed sent letters through William Randolph
Hearst himself, but Stevie didn’t answer. She'd rented Brede Place
and had no money! Even to eat, much less pay something on her
tradesman’s bills.

Then shed thought she must sail for Havana and save Stevie
from his sefiorita temptress, whoever she might be.

Stevie had disappeared on September 6th, when he was forced
to leave the Pasaje, till October 4th, when he finally sent Cora a
cable. What was he doing all that time? She supposed he was nurs-
ing his wounded hand, which had become infected, but why had
he abandoned her? He made no effort to write back. Nor was he
writing journalism—maybe a few poems.

Cora knew that he thought he'd thrown away his talent to sup-
port her immoderate train-train, but they were both to blame. She'd
spent years and years icing champagne and lighting Cuban cigars
for male customers at the Hotel de Dream (named after its previ-
ous owner, Mrs. Dreme, though Cora had spruced up the spell-
ing). Naturally she'd wanted to entertain over here in England.
Their Christmas pageant, “The Ghost,” had been the sensation of
the whole county, the villagers had all swooned with delight and
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even the vicar, though pleading a cold, had transmitted his greet-
ings. James, Conrad, Wells, and of course Stevie had all had a hand
in the proceedings. Never had such a silly play been written by so
many geniuses. There had to be gifts for friends and drinks for
everyone. Stevie had drunk himself sick; the extravaganza had
prompted his hemorrhage.

Some people criticized her for traveling to Paris with Stevie’s
niece when he was ill and in need of nursing, but her articles on
tashion, which she'd sold to a dozen American newspapers, were a
major source of their income now—and besides, Steve had prom-
ised his brother, the judge, that his daughter would see all the ma-
jor sights in Europe and how else would they've known about “the

phenomenon of green”?



FOUR

OW HE AWAKENED AND FOR A MOMENT HE WAS STILL IN

the bright environs of his dream—New York on a busy,
sunny day, a building going up on every corner, the clangor of
cast-iron beams being hammered into place, the greased roar of
the El pivoting overhead, the hollow staccato of horse’s hooves
dragging big-wheeled wood carts dangerously close to each other.
A yellow cable car was sliding past, the sun dazzling off its win-
dows. Women were rushing by, the breeze fingering the feathers in
their hats, their practiced hands lifting their skirts to negotiate the
muddy curb. Everyone was talking at once, or crying out their
wares, selling things from pushcarts. It was an unexpectedly hot
day in his dream and the men and women appeared to be steaming
in their wool clothes and many layers. In the dream there were no
children. That was odd: no children. And then, beside him, smiling
up at him, was Elliott, a distinct person in his own right but some-
how part of him as well, as if they shared something crucial—a
spine or a lung, say.

After he'd met Elliott on that cold day in front of the Everett
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House, theyd sat at the table so long that eventually the joint was
wheeled past in its silver cart: the roast beef, the lamb with its mint
sauce, the goose with its apple sauce, the boiled corned beef and
cabbage, and the boiled leg of mutton.

It sickened Elliott even to look at it, but I ordered him a plate
of white meat of chicken, no skin and no sauce, as well of a dish
of mashed potatoes, no butter. He was so weak I had to feed him
myself.

“Are you ill, Elliott?” I asked him.

“Yes, sir.”

“You don't need to ‘sit’ me. I'm Stevie.”

Elliott’s eyes swam up through milky seas of incomprehen-
sion—this man with the jaunty hat and scuffed shoes and big
brown overcoat wanted to be called Stevie! Elliott whispered the
name as if trying out a blasphemy.

“Tell me, Elliott—what’s wrong with you? Do you think you
have consumption?”

Elliott blinked, “Pardon?”

“Phthisis? Tuberculosis?”

More blinking.

Huneker butted in and said, “Good God, boy, bad lungs? Are
you a lunger?”

Elliott (in a small voice): I don't think so, sir.

Me: Fever in the afternoon? Persistent cough? Sudden weight
loss? Blood in the sputum?

I'laughed. “You can see I know all the symptoms. If you are in
the incipient stage, you must live mostly outdoors, no matter what
the season, eat at least five times a day, drink milk, but not from
tubercular cows—"

Huneker: Are you mad? The boy is a beggar so of course he
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lives outdoors, but not in nature but in this filthy metropolis! And
he'd be lucky to eat a single meal a day.

Tell me, boy—

Me: His name is Elliott.

Huneker: Far too grand a name for a street arab, I'd say. Tell
me, Elliott, when did you eat last?

Elliott: Yesterday I had a cup of coffee and a biscuit.

Huneker (scorning him): That a nice, generous man gave you,
upon arising?

Elliott (simply): Yes.

After Huneker rushed off, babbling about his usual cultural sched-
ule, all Huysmans and Wagner, a silence settled over the boy and
me. We were between shifts of waiters and diners and the windows
were already dark though it was only five-fifteen on a cold, rainy
Thursday night in November. We breathed deep. The warmth of
the hotel’s luxurious heating had finally reached Elliott. He relaxed
and let his coat fall open. He was wearing a girl’s silk shirt, dirty
pink ruffles under his blue-hued whiskerless chin.

He smiled and closed his coat again. We chitchatted about one
thing and another and I told him a few new jokes and he laughed.
He even tried to tell me a joke but it was pathetic, a little kid’s joke.
It was obvious that he'd been too weak even to talk, but now, with
some food in his stomach, he became voluble.

He told me he hadn’t spoken in his normal boy’s voice for weeks
and weeks. “Usually we're all shrieking and hissing like whores.”

Me: And saying what?

He: If you want to say someone is like that you say, at least we say,

“she”—and of course we really mean he—"she’s un peu Marjorie.”
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I laughed so hard he didn’t know whether to be pleased or of-
fended since to laugh at someone’s joke turned him into a per-
former, a figure of fun, and Elliott didn't see himself that way.

He said the perverse youngsters he knew called themselves
Nancy boys or Mary Anns. Automatically I pulled out my little
black reporter’s notebook and moved the elastic to one side and
began to take notes. The boys would accost men at a big rowdy
saloon on the Bowery they called Paresis Hall and ask, in shrill
feminine voices, “Would you like a nice man, my love? I can be
rough or I can be bitch. Want a rollantino up your bottom? Is that
what you are, a brownie queen? Want me to brown you? Or do you
want to be the man? Ooh la Ia, she thinks she’s a man—well, she
could die with the secret!”

As for his health I divined from all the symptoms he was de-
scribing that he had syphilis and the next day I arranged for him to
see a specialist and follow a cure (I had to borrow the money—
fifty dollars, a minor fortune). I had to convince him that he
needed to take care or hed be dead by thirty. Though that threat
frightened him no more than it did me. I expected to be dead by
thirty or thirty-two—maybe that was why I was so fearless in bat-
tle. He seemed as weary of life as I was; we both imagined wed
been alive for a century already and we laughed over it.

I said, “Isn't it strange? How grown-ups are always talking
about how life speeds by but it doesn't? In fact it just lumbers along
so slowly.” I realized that by referring to grown-ups I was turning
myself into a big kid for his benefit.

He said, “Maybe time seems so slow to you because you look
so young and people go on and on treating you in the same way.”

I was astounded by this curiously mature observation—and
chagrined by the first hint of flirtation. He was flirting with me.

I told him that I'd lost five brothers and sisters before I'd been
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born, which left me just eight. That made Elliott laugh, which he
did behind his hand, as if he were ashamed of his smile.

“I'm the youngest of four, all brothers,” he said. “My mama
died when I was three—she and the baby both. We lived on a farm
fifty miles beyond Utica. When I was just a little thing my daddy
started using me like I was a girl.”

“He did?” I asked. I didn't want my startled question to scare
him off his story. “Tell me more.”

“And then my brothers—well, two of the three—joined in,
especially when they'd all been drinking, jumping me, not in front
of each other but secretly, in the barn after their chores, or in the
room I shared with my next-older brother, the one who let me be.
My daddy had been the county amateur boxing champion thirty
years ago and he was still real rough. Almost anything could make
him mad.”

“Give me an example,” I said.

“Well, if the breadbox warn't closed proper and the outer slice
had turned hard—don’t you know, hed start kicking furniture
around. We didn’t have two sticks stuck together because the two
oldest boys took after him, and theyd flash out and swear some-
thing powerful and start kicking and throwing things. The only
dishes we kept after Mama died were the tin ones, and they were
badly dented. Things sorta held together when Mama was around
and we sat down to meals, at least to dinner at noon, and she made
us boys go to church with her, though Daddy would never go.
Then when she died, we stopped seeing other folks except at
school, but us kids missed two days out of three. Daddy could
write enough to sign his name and said he saw no rhyme nor rea-
son in book-larning for a field hand. I liked school and if I coulda
went more regular I might've made a scholar, but Daddy liked us

home, close to him, specially me since I fed the chickens and milked
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all four cows and tried to keep the house straight and a soup on
the boil, but Daddy always found fault with me, in particklar late
at night when he'd been drinking and then hed strap my bottom
and use me like a girl and some days my ass, begging your pardon,
hurt so much I couldn't sit still at school without crying. The
teacher, Miss Stephens, thought something might be wrong, "cause
I had a black eye, sometime, or a split lip, and once she pushed my
sleeve back and saw the burns where Daddy had played with me.”

By this point we were walking up Broadway toward Thirtieth
Street, where I lived with five other male friends in a chaotic but
amusing bear’s den of bohemian camaraderie. I hoped none of
them would see me with the painted boy. The rain was beginning to
freeze and the pavement was treacherous. I steered Elliott into a hat
shop and bought him a newspaper boy’s cap, which he held in his
hands and looked at so long that I had to order him to put it on.

The more Elliott talked the sadder I felt. His voice, which had
at first been either embarrassed or hushed or suddenly strident
with a whore’s hard shriek, now had wandered back into some-
thing as flat as a farmer’s fields. He was eager to tell me everything,
and that I was taking notes, far from making him self-conscious,
pleased him. He counted for something and his story as well. I
sensed that he'd guessed his young life might make a good story
but he hadn’t told it yet. There was nothing rehearsed about his
tale, but if he hesitated now he didn't pause from fear of shocking
me but only because till now he'd never turned so many details into
a plot. He had to convert all those separate instances and events
into habits (“My daddy would get drunk and beat me™). He had to
supply motives (“He never had no way of holding his anger in”)
and paradoxes (“I guess I loved him, yeah I guess I did, and still do,
but I don't rightly know why™).

He slipped on the ice at one point and he grabbed my arm, but
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after another block I realized he was still clinging to me and walk-
ing as a woman would beside her man and I shook him off. As I
did it I made a point of saying something especially friendly to
him; I wanted him to recognize I was his friend but not his man. I
felt he was a wonderful new source of information about the city
and its lower depths, but I drew back with a powerful instinct to-
ward health away from his frail, diseased frame. I couldn’t rid my-
self of the idea that he wasn't just another boy but somehow a
she-male, a member of the third sex, and that he'd never pitch a
ball in the open field or with a lazy wave hail a friend fishing on
the other shore. The whole sweet insouciance of a natural boy’s
mindless summer was irrevocably lost to him.

Of course I'd had a difficult childhood, too. I'd not had an easy
time of it.

Nor had my mother. I was her fourteenth child and she was
forty-five years old when I came along. The four babies born be-
fore me all died just after birth. As I told Elliott, my father, the
Reverend Jonathan Townley Crane, was dead by the time I was
seven or eight and my mother when I was twenty; the poor woman
was worn out by childbirth and the struggle to stop other people
from drinking. She was a good mother—she'd arranged for me to
do my first bit of journalism at Asbury Park.

But if we were poor and I was passed from one older sister to
another, nevertheless no one beat me and I had strong but loving
women to feed me and shelter me. I was sent to a private school,
and later, in college, first at Lafayette and then at Syracuse, I was
such a good baseball player (catcher, then briefly shortstop, then
catcher again) that after school people said I could get a job on a
professional team, even though I was just five foot six and Weighed
only 125 pounds. Now I weigh even less—in fact I've made no

headway at all since I was twelve.
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I invented words, I read Flaubert and Tolstoy, I fell in love with
brainy virgins, I satirized middle-class beach life at Asbury Park,
and at every step I was surrounded by bemused and tolerant rela-
tives and friends. I could afford to smoke my pipe, let my hair
grow long, sweep about in a borrowed ulster and lose the buttons
on my shirt, which never had a clean collar, all because my brother
Edward was impeccable and my father had been irreproachable. I
was the bohemian exception.

My hunger was real enough and often in New York I could
only afford to breakfast on potato salad, the cheapest item at the
nearest delicatessen, or I had to dine on chestnuts, which I roasted
in a candle flame. But I could always get a good meal if T went to
Port Jervis and the house of my brother the judge. My childhood
was just the opposite of Elliott’s, whose father buggered him thrice
a week from age six on, who was supposed to cook and clean and
work as the family squaw-man. No sports, no friends—and the
worst of it was that he had to keep a big secret. He had to tell no
one about the bruises and lash traces, about his brothers and father
taking turns. All his mental energy went into a dull, repetitious
prayer: I mustn’t tell, I mustn't tell, I mustn’t tell. In a musical score,
Huneker told me, when one measure is repeated several times
without a change, the shorthand mark is a slant with a dot on ei-
ther side. Elliott’s thoughts could be scored that way.

At a corner I said goodnight to Elliott and told him to meet
me the next day at three beside the statue of Washington in Union
Square. I promised I'd make a doctor’s appointment for him (he
had a chancre) and go with him; what I didn't tell him was that I
wouldn't trust him with money since he might spend it frivolously
(no more than now I'd trust myself or Cora with it). I had no idea

where he went that night or slept but at least he'd eaten a hot meal,
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which I'd been able to pay for only because I'd just sold a story on
street life to the New York Press.

That night I tried out a mention of my new encounter on one
of my friends, Corwin Linson, but he who always laughed at my
adventures (the bearded lady, the Siberian twins, the Negress of
Hoyt Avenue) grew strangely silent when I revealed I'd met a
painted boy. He was an artist whod studied in Paris with Géréme
and whom I thought of as terribly worldly (he was seven years
older than I'). He did that portrait of me in profile in which I'm all
cheekbones and pasted-down Napoleonic spit curls; the first time
we'd met he told me I resembled Napoleon “but less hard,” to which
I murmured, “I would hope so.” We called him “CK,” maybe be-
cause “Corwin Knapp Linson” was a mouthful.

He'd laughed and laughed when I'd advised Armistead Borland
to stick to Negro women if “they’re yellow and young,” though I
meant it perfectly seriously. But now he wasn't laughing. He
squirmed out of his chair and added a red dot to the canvas on the
easel. I'd brought up a subject that would embarrass any man, no
matter how wild and anarchist he might be. Which made me feel
alone and understand how lonely and defiant Elliott must be (I
refused to call him “Ellen,” as he wanted me to).

Why could I tolerate him? Or rather why did he appeal to me,
to my innermost being? Why was I the only normal man who
could see how wounded he was? My Cuban battle pieces will be
called “Wounds in the Rain,” and that could serve as the name of
Elliott’s portrait in words, something fluid and vague and painful.
Maybe I responded to him because we were both ill. I had a hack-
ing cough even then and a kid’s face; he and I both looked like
sick waifs. And then maybe he appealed to me because he was a

whore—after all, I always felt good around prostitutes and they
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bring out something gallant in me. Christ, my own wife is a whore
and a whoremonger. That’s one way to escape the curse of a Meth-
odist upbringing.

But there was also something hard-eyed and disabused about
Elliott that touched me. I suppose there’s nothing more appealing
than a small person who is in obvious pain but unreachable. Whose
child’s heart is still alive, still beating inside a block of ice. I had
the strong impression that I could look through the ice to see it,
trailing its veins and arteries, pulsing not with contractions but
with light.

I was as poor as Elliott in those days. I lived from hand to
mouth. I was always borrowing a quarter from CK, who could
earn as much as four dollars for an illustration and had a facile pen
and brush. CK would just slip me the quarter surreptitiously, as if
we were thieves palming off stolen goods, even when no one else
was around. Our parody of embarrassment concealed a real em-
barrassment about borrowing and lending. Not that I lent him
anything often. I can still remember one morning when he asked
me for a quarter. “Hey, mister,” he whispered, still playing our
game, “got two bits for a jay down on his luck?” To my chagrin, I
had not a penny and just rushed out, confused. I said, “Not a red,
Ted. Not even for a jay, CK.”

I lived in different places but stayed some of the time with
CK on Thirtieth Street and Broadway. Or I stayed at the old Art
Students League. At the League a small square door opened onto
the street and led into aitless, sunless hallways that melted improb-
ably one into another in a slumberous procession. The art students
had moved out, leaving behind vast empty studios with rain-
smeared skylights, scarred walls, and tilting floors. On the ground
floor tailors and plumbers and tinkers had taken over the shops,

and now they were moving up and requisitioning the abandoned
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studios. Soon the whole building would be a beehive of com-
merce.

CK shared his studio with an artist who painted expensive sets
of dinner dishes (three cherries for the bread dish, two ripe peaches
and hazy Concord grapes for the charger, an apple or cherries on
the bread plate—I watched him work hour after hour). There were
three cots set up with dirty bedclothes half pulled aside to reveal
broken-backed mattresses sweated through to resemble relief maps
of an eroded landscape. The air was thick with smoke, especially
when all our friends (the “Indians,” as I called them) gathered for a
few hours on a Saturday evening, the one time we were all free.

Everyone teased me for sitting the whole time with a lit but
unsmoked cigarette smoldering between my yellow-stained fingers.
They teased me about everything—my rumpled clothes, my fasci-
nation with women in red dresses, my sentimental verses, my banjo
playing, my rapacious way of grabbing a magazine or book to
pluck it clean of quaint phrases or queer facts and then cast it
aside, for I was too impatient (and too chary of being influenced)
ever to finish a book. I thought of myself as an aesthete, or rather
a sensibility in ragged trousers, and I didn't want to learn or ac-
knowledge or appreciate. No, I just wanted to be jostled by language
as one might be shouldered aside by pedestrians scurrying up
Broadway.

That was the noisiest corner in New York. The fire engines
would rush past in a clatter of gongs and hooves. Late at night,
when the theater around the corner let out, megaphones shouted
out for carriages. Between midnight and four only the occasional
slow horse clip-clopped past. Toward dawn milk cans were shoved
off wagons and banged against restaurant delivery doors, where
they were rolled slowly inside by sleepy sous-chefs. Then everyone

was suddenly awake and shoes struck the pavement and wagons
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jostled for space; giant wheels scraped against the curb. Everyone
was talking at once. New York had released its ten thousand
devils.

I would lie on the divan and doze and listen to the roaring
megaphones and the military rumor of booted feet marching
home and always the voices murmuring or laughing. Around ten
at night everyone seemed to be drunk and the men were roaring
out songs though they couldn’t remember the words and women
were laughing their unnatural-sounding shrieks just to excite their
escorts—and it seemed everyone was going to end up very soon

making love or some half-hard approximation of it.
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ENRY JAMES HAD COME TO VISIT. HE'D SENT A NOTE FIRST
and Cora had torn it open and skimmed it as she rushed to

do something else, and then she had had to sit down and parse it.

Chers Enfants—Since I will be in the vicinity of Brede for reasons I will
not deprive you the pleasure of divining, I will “drop by” toward teatime
in response to your extremely kind “open” invitation (the openness of
which can constitute an ambiguous ouverture d’esprit one sometimes
cowers before).

A bientét—your Oncle d’Amérique in lavished affection if not in fact

in wealth.

She found the grammar hard to diagram mentally and the quo-
tation marks embracing ordinary words somewhat ominous. Tea-
time? Good heavens, he'd be here in a moment! Why did he write
such beardless sentences?

She found Lucy in the blackened medieval kitchen holding
dishes under the trickle of sink water and humming fiercely. “Do

we have any cake to serve Mr. James?” Cora asked.
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“Lord, madam, is that old woman coming to bother us again
with his hemming and hawing?”

Cora started giggling. “Can you help me put my hair up? I've
been airing it only half an hour but Mr. James will be shocked to
see it down.”

Lucy dried her cold red hands on her dirty apron and accom-
panied Cora to her dressing table, the one that sat at an angle on its
spindly legs and caught only a glimmer of cold blue light in its
tarnished mirror. Once Lucy’s hands warmed up they went about
their work with agility.

When she rose from doing her “beauté” Cora looked out the
oriel window and spied Mr. James on his bicycle approaching the
house. “Oh, God,” she mumbled as she almost simultaneously
clapped a smile to her lips. She hurried to the great oak door just
as Mr. James was removing the bicycle clips from his trousers and
straightening the plaid leg. He lifted his soft brown hat as if in
greeting but it was only to pass a large white handkerchief over his
shiny skull. He tilted his head to one side in response to Cora’s
high birdcalls of greeting.

A bright, droll smile cracked open the tragic mask of his face.
A sort of rumbling of language began in his feet and shivered up
his legs, shook his torso, and finally spilled from his throat in a
high, nasal stammer: “There was—and undoubtedly still is—a
mist on the hills that I find—er—" and here he paused and stut-
tered as he sought the mot juste, his eyes Wandering as if the word
itself were a butterfly drifting from the small-leaved boxwood
bush into the smoky vastness of the hall. “That I find—er—"

“Picturesque?” Cora asked brightly.

But Mr. James instantly pushed the offensive banality aside and
at last spat out: “Damn picturesque.”

The words so painfully chosen plunged him into an iridescent
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play of irony and pleasure, which switled over his features and
ended in a firm thrusting forward of his shaved jaw.

As Cora followed him upstairs to Stevie’s studio the great man
stopped suddenly and nearly knocked her over. He stood there one
step above her, and asked her minutely detailed questions about
arrangements for Stevie’s care and her plans to take him to Ger-
many and the Black Forest. His questions implied she needed su-
pervision. At every point he would start his infernal rumbling in
search of the right word as if he were an espresso pot—a purely
egotistical exercise, she thought, since she dared say he had no re-
spect for her opinion. In any event she was always quite happy with
the slipshod approximations of ordinary human conversation.
Nor did he like her. She knew that James had reportedly told
someone after she first met him that she was a “bi-roxide” blonde
considerably older than her husband, with a dull common manner
and a past. And he'd claim that initially he'd taken her to be a ser-
vant. Come to think of it, maybe it was Richard Harding Davis
who made that crack about her hair color.

The minute he saw Stevie on his daybed Mr. James lit up and
trundled his solid, portly body to his side, though typically he
couldn’t summon up the usual effusions. Rather, he looked back at
her and then again at Stevie and at last he said, with a strangely
episcopal opening of his hands, palms up, “And here is Cora and
here is Stevie.” Then, because he could never say anything just once,
he added, “And here is Stevie.” And he settled on the straw-seated
wood chair with an abruptness that made her fear hed crash
through the bottom.

Stevie seemed happy, though hed just awakened from a deep,
feverish sleep. As though to distract his visitor from his own dis-
orientation he asked in a boy’s clear voice, “Tell me, why do you

live here?”
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Mr. James appeared startled, he who usually barraged his
friends with questions but was of such an extreme discretion that
he almost never submitted to their interrogations, which in any
case were invariably fruitless. But now he said, “Here, in Sussex?”

Stevie nodded.

James said, “I like golfers. I like seeing them strolling about in
their plus-fours.”

He and Stevie laughed at the silliness of it all.

“If you mean in England,” the older man continued, “I've al-
ways been half-English, since I spent so much of my boyhood
reading Punch. But if I'm half-English, I'm also half-French, since
when I'm in a rush I jot notes to myself in French.”

He ended his remarks with an odd drum roll of his hand on
the side table. Nothing this man came up with, Cora thought, was
foreseeable, neither his words nor his deeds. At her place of busi-
ness in Florida, the Hotel de Dream, she'd never entertained his
sort. “Not the sort of individual wed get,” she thought dismis-
sively.

She could tell by the way that James lit up around her husband
that he was queer as a football bat. At first she thought it was just
due to how English and prissy he'd become, but her friend the late,
dear disabused Harold Frederic, another transplanted American
writer, had set her straight: “He’s all woman and he wants everyone
to treat him like a pope—or the Queen Henrietta Maria.”

But Mr. James never gave in to his impulses—he wouldn't hug
or kiss the poor, thin sweating Stevie. No, he would study him and
prod him, then slather him with praise in a sentence that might
end with a sting in its tail.

“Mr. James,” she said, “did you know I've invented a canteen
filter?”

The great man looked at her wild-eyed; he liked to be prepared
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for any turn the talk might take but she left him nonplussed once
again. “A-a-a-a what?”

“When we were covering the war in Greece I realized how hard
it was for soldiers to find pure water—water that wouldnt give
them dysentery. You know, poor Stevie was crippled with it, he
barely got off the pot fifteen minutes to actually witness the
wretched war—and so I've come up with an invention, it’s going to
make my fortune, it’s a filter fixed right inside the canteen that re-
moves all impurities. It only needs to be cleaned once a week.
Would you like to see the maquette I've had fabricated? I'm col-
laborating with an engineer, Mr. Fredrick Bowen, I'd never be able
to go it alone. He’s made three models and has separated mud
from water. He says he’s uncovered important facts about metallic
and carbon content.”

Henry James'’s face registered his growing horror at everything
she was conjuring up: leaking bowels, money, mud, war, and the
unspeakable manufactured item itself. His mouth twitched and his
eyes tightened in small spasms, as if unheard explosions were be-
ing detonated far inside the cavern of his mammoth head. At last,
recognizing that shed become an immense and immovable detour,
he lifted his hands above his head. He appeared to be warding off
a downpour of pebbles.

Cora liked shocking him. She saw that he didn’t know what to
make of her bright, breezy manner. Maybe he found her filter to
be irrelevant to the grand, deathbed scene with Stevie he was pre-
paring. A fife to the full orchestra that was raising its hushed, mur-
muring chorus. She didn’t give a damn. She needed to live, to
survive, and what means did she have beyond the filter and the
pages Stevie kept grinding out? The money would go into the trip
to Germany she was planning, she needed every penny for the

journey. She said to James, whose upraised hands were only now
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very slowly wilting back to his lap, “What about it> Wanna see the
filter?”

“I can't,” Mr. James said, “extract everything I need to from
what you just uttered, but if I scurry off with it like some great nur
in my pouch you can be sure that later when I'm alone I will, er,
extract something to your advantage.”

“It’s all very simple,” Cora said to this man whose feelings she
was sure were as undiluted as hers but whose thoughts were so in-
fernally dirty and roiled.

“I'm going to need money, lots of it, when we take the train to
Dover on May seventh—that’s just next week come to think of
it—and make our way to the Continent. We'll need our own rail-
way carriage and a doctor and a nurse or two to travel with us.”

Mr. James blinked rhythmically under the successive blows of
Cora’s words. She knew he hated the red stinging hand of fact
slapping him back and forth in the face.

“We'll stop in Dover for a few days until Stevie has all his en-
ergy back. We'll stay at the Lord Warden Hotel, which Mr. Conrad
tells me is just off the Admiralty Pier, where steamers depart for
Calais and Ostend three times a day. Of course we'll take our dog
Spongie, too, but I'd wager the whole shebang will cost up to a
hundred pounds, everything rounded off to the nearest zero.”

Mr. James’s sensitive, stony face had been willed into impassiv-
ity, but it still flinched under the rapid blows of “Spongie,” “she-
bang,” and “nearest zero.” In an orthographical aside to himself he
wondered if it were spelled “chebang” He'd seen it written once
like that in Mark Twain.

Suddenly he remembered something and brought out of his
pocket a dog-eared copy of a magazine. “I have a story in here,”

Mr. James said, fixing Stevie with a scowl. “T've dedicated it to you.
g Ve
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1 think”—and here he broke off for rhetorical effect—"1 think it
will be of special interest to you.”

Cora didn’t mind it when other men “mashed” on Stevie. Nor
other women. She knew he was famous and young and so sweet
and sincere that he was irresistible. His fame worked into the equa-
tion because it constituted something like a bold-printed finger
stamped in red in the margin to draw the reader’s attention to a
remarkable passage.

Stevie was soft-spoken and frail and really insignificant physi-
cally except for his eyes, the irises the color of wet sand, their soul-
fulness enhanced by his flowing mustaches in an oddly romantic
reciprocity shed noticed in other young men. Stevie went to some
pains to shave that little groove between the septum of his nose
and the top of his upper lip. The philtrum it was called; Stevie had
taught her that, he who loved strange words.

She didn’t mind that other people admired her little husband
and even lusted after him. In her work at the bordello shed ob-
served the hydraulics of desire so often that she didn't take plea-
sure too seriously. Some men could mistake lust for love—but she
felt that Stevie in any case wouldn't lust after this pudgy bald man,
though he loved Mr. James’s conversation (she could smell James’s
lemony eau de cologne now that his body was heating up as he
rumbled along in conversation).

She left the men and went to her own room to work on the text
for her next article.

She thought how different they were, Mr. James and Stevie.
James never did anything or went anywhere and had no hobbies; all
he did was write and contemplate life as obscured by the prismatic
interference of the mirrors in his mind. Stevie was a fellow of ac-

tion. He was featless in war, as everyone said, and he liked to drink
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and woo the ladies. Their New Year’s Eve party, three months be-
fore, had shown in the twentieth century with a three-day orgy.

The quantities of drink and food all consumed by the light of
hundreds of candles had made James say that Stevie had the man-
ners of a Mile End Roader, by which he meant a poor, foul-
mouthed cockney. For decades Mr. James had been acquiring
English polish and had beat them at their own game, whereas here
was Stevie, earning the exorbitant sum of fifty dollars per thou-
sand words, writing methodically in his tiny script on long sheets
of foolscap to pay for these routs. Stevie thought he was the Baron
of Brede with the dogs snapping at bones under the table amongst
the rushes and the guests throwing bread down from the minstrels’
gallery, thereby setting off massive food fights—here was little
Stevie, as pale as old ivory, laughing so hard he wept, the little
prince admidst his rowdy courtiers. And Mr. James disapproved
of anyone taking England and its traditions so lightly, as if it were
all available just as an amusing motive to be sounded on an out-of-
tune spinet, something as inconsequential and nourishing as air.

And then Mr. James couldn’t write good clear prose like Stevie.
James had thought about his art for half a century and devoted all
his life force to it, but Stevie laughed at it all, would never be caught
saying a word about “art,” shrugged and pled ignorance if the sub-
ject came up, flutily imitated Mr. James, though Stevie’s New Jer-
sey accent kept any parody from succeeding.

And yet Stevie was the great American stylist. He had no criti-
cal chatter, no culture, though hed thumbed carelessly through
Anatole France and George Gissing. But he got it all.

O, Stevie, she thought. How she loved his bantam arrogance,
that hard, nagging core of primary masculinity that kept throb-
bing inside him—an assertiveness that Mr. James would never

know and could approximate only through a eunuch’s sly attitudi-
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nizing. Stevie was a man even in his exhausted state. She loved his
profile, the way his upper lip protruded out, his ear as intricate as a
cross-section of a fetus, his eyes as flat and sandy as a shark’s, his
cheekbones high as a Mohawk’s. She loved the timbre of his nasal
voice—the knowing tone of someone who always got the joke and
caught the reference.

Not that he was a scoffer. He appreciated all these great writers
they were meeting—James and Conrad especially, Wells and
Gissing—and enjoyed their acceptance and admiration. He was
their equal and treated as such, whereas back in America he would
have to pay homage to men who were his inferiors, William Dean
Howells and that cultured chatterbox Huneker.

She was the reason Stevie was living in England, even though
its climate was so bad for his lungs. In puritanical America people
knew about her past, whereas here in England they were out of
range and those who did know didn't care or were compromised
themselves—Ford Madox Hueffer and Wells and Harold Frederic
all had divorced or separated and Lord knew Henry James was
what her Florida girls called a “morphrodite,” by which they prob-
ably meant a “hermaphrodite.”

After Mr. James left, Cora went back to Stevie’s room. She
asked to see the copy of the Anglo-American Review containing
James’s short story. She wondered why James thought the story
would be of special interest to Crane.

“May I have it?”

She wanted her husband to give it to her, not just lend it, since
she felt it might contain some veiled, super-subtle attack on her
that Stevie would surely be able to decode.

With his usual acuteness and generosity Stevie understood
right away how anxious it made her. “Here,” he said, “I'm going to

make you a present of it.” He wrote:
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These pages were given by Henry James to Stephen Crane
and by him to
Mrs. Stephen Crane
Brede Place
Sussex

England.

Cora suddenly had tears in her eyes as if someone had handed
back a sheaf of blackmailer’s letters.

“Don't you want to read it?”

“You can just give me the gist—"

Which suddenly struck them both as so funny that they
laughed, astonished. Precisely because Henrietta Maria’s stories al-
ways lacked “gist.”

Back in her room she read “The Great Condition,” which as
best she could make out through the smokescreen of prose told
the story of an American widow with a past. A rich young Eng-
lishman wants to marry her even though she has no fortune, but
will do so only if she can swear there was no scandalous moment
during her life in the Sandwich Islands (Where?! unable to picture
them on the map).

The American widow tells him she will confide the whole truth
to him but only six months after he marries her (the slyboots, Cora
thinks, admiringly). But the young man, Braddle, keeps wondering
if there might not be “some chapter in the book difficult to read
aloud—some unlikely page shed like to tear out.”

In the end Braddle hurtles off to the Sandwich Islands and
the widow marries his best friend, a man so in love with her he
doesn't trouble her with suspicions about her past. At last Braddle
comes back from his international inquest and admits he can

find absolutely no traces of scandal. He’s lost the prize, Mrs. Dam-
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eral, and all because he was troubled by something as elusive as
honor.

Cora stiffened. She stood and paced the room thrashing her
skirt impatiently with the crop. She'd been nagged and nibbled by
the queer strategies of James’s language: “We live in beguiled sup-
positions,” hed written, “without the dreadful fatal too much,” a
phrase that had left her stumbling forward: “Too much whar?” “Is
there anything ‘off” about her?” Braddle had asked. Of Mrs. Dam-
eral: “The charming woman was not altogether so young as Brad-
dle, which was doubtless a note to his embarrassment.”

Was Stevie embarrassed that she, Cora, was a few years older?
No, he liked it. He liked sleeping with his head on her breasts
(that was one way for a man to be younger) or playing the spoiled
tyrant as he reared above her and plunged in (that was the other
way). And of course he enjoyed reversing their ages and making
her suck on his thumb as if she were the baby; hed even tried to
feed her with his hard, brown, minuscule nipple, which had
brought her scant benefit.

Outside her window, the light hung on breathlessly in an end-
less English evening. She thought the farmers nearby must have
eaten their suppers and were longing for bed. But still the horses
stood in the fields, shifting their weight occasionally as they grew
bigger and darker and flatter as dusk fell.

She hated Mr. James’s story, for though it ended innocently
enough, it was designed to trouble Stevie. It took place in England,
the woman was older and American, guiltless though every line
suggested that a past was a deplorable thing for a woman to have.
Cora took out her sewing scissors and cut out the pages and threw
them on the grate where a feeble, blue fire flashed orange and ate
them with mindless greed, before circling and settling back down

to doze.






SIX

HEN MR. JAMES GAVE ME HIS STORY IN THAT FLIMSY

year-old magazine and dedicated it to me, I realized
how much he lives for his writing. I know that I, too, can still
write something good—something that would even impress the
Master.

I remembered that the next day, the afternoon after I'd first
encountered Elliott, I accompanied the boy to the doctor. We'd
met as arranged by the statue of Washington in Union Square and
then walked over to a general practitioner who had an office near
the Bureau of Surgical Relief for the Outdoor Poor at the foot of
East Twenty-sixth Street. A Dr. Murray, I recall.

Today Elliott wore no makeup or perfume, though on closer
inspection I could see hed drawn a black line under each eye.
“That’s a bit rough,” I said and made Elliott thoroughly wash his
face in the lavatory of a nearby saloon.

“Gee, you'll make a bad impression on the doctor, he could
even have you locked up. You know they think that’s a responsible
thing to do, to imprison syphilitic whores, keep them from spread-
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ing their muck to decent folk. Since you've got it on your pecker,
he’ll assume some girl slopped it your way. Best let him think
that”

I mitigated the harshness of my words with a wink. I wanted to
be stern with Elliott and yet a friend as well.

Around suppertime I slipped away to amble the streets. At that
period I was writing my scenes of everyday life—the column about
an Italian man who falls down in the street with an epileptic at-
tack, or the one about a bakery catching on fire and a policeman
summoning the fire wagons. I'd described the noise and lights and
glamour of the fire patrol wagon before I'd identified it—an ex-
ample of my impressionism: “. .. a storm of horses, machinery,
men. And now they were coming in clamor and riot of hoofs and
wheels, while over all rang the piercing cry of the gong, tocsin-like,
a noise of barbaric fights” In the same way I evoked the firefight-
ers before naming them, “There was shine of lanterns, of helmets,
of rubber coats, of the bright, strong trappings of the horses.”

I wanted to publish a piece on a diseased whore’s visit to the
doctor, but even if I turned Elliott into a female I knew my editor
would never buy such a piece, nor could he. But I wanted to de-
scribe how afraid of the venereal ill—and disdainful of them—
the doctors are. No hospitals will accept them and few physicians.
‘When we went to his office, the doctor unceremoniously made El-
liott strip and lie down on a plain white slab. He spread Elliott’s
legs and touched his penis and testicles with his hand sheathed in a
glove. He kept up a stream of unseemly jocularity. It was all over in
a minute and a half. No microscope, no culture ovens, no hot run-
ning water.

Twice the doctor bathed his own fingers in eau de cologne

(without removing the glove) and rubbed the moisture through his
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beard. He lit a Bunsen burner as if it would disinfect the air. Of
course all he could come up with as a treatment was the usual mer-
cury, which induces salivation—and spit, according to Galen, is
the humor that is in excess. A pitiable business, medicine, which
hasn't improved since ancient Rome. Dr. Murray mumbled some-
thing about the disease being highly contagious when it was
“florid”—neither Elliott nor I, we discovered later, knew what
that meant. “Flowers?” I said. “Aren’t flowers florid?”

Elliott shrugged.

When we joined up later I was cold and exhausted and had a
coughing fit. Elliott waited patiently for me to catch my breath.
He drew me down to a park bench beside him in Madison Square.
Finally the coughs subsided and I said, “What a fine pair we are,
you with the syph, me a lunger!”

We both laughed a small, troubled laugh because it wasn't very
funny and my words spelled my doom.

Elliott said, “If you're so interested in the low life you should
let me give you a tour of the fairy saloons.”

I agreed and we set off, the air thick with the sound of hooves
and voices and the perpetual ding-ding-ding of the trolleys. Al-
most as if all these noises were the snow inside the globe someone
had shaken, a blinding sonic storm.

The sky was heavy with clouds except down toward Wall Street,
and from a clearing there a cold evening light radiated, as if the
south were west. The various buildings rose to different heights
without any plan and in a bewildering range of styles, all like weeds
competing in a forgotten garden: one a frilly fern, and the next a
sharp blade of grass; neoclassical columns too wide and squat, as
if groaning under an excessive weight; baroque balconies proudly

sporting pregnant, uninscribed cartouches; a French Renaissance
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chiteau with fake chimneys and a steeply mansarded roof and
senseless ornamentation, flung like freckles on a farmer’s face—all
designed, if you will, to house a wax museum!

In the streets every man was wearing a bowler except me in
my slouch hat and Elliott in his newsboy’s cap. Lights were spring-
ing to life in gold effusion around us, a soft breeze was ruffling
the awnings at nearly every window like heavy lids drooping in
sleep. The names of firms, half-erased by the gathering dark, spoke
a Babel of languages: Pinaud, Gottschalk, Ruggiero, and a late,
horse-drawn truck proclaiming: “Henry Adam Pianos and Furni-
ture.”

‘We reached Bleecker Street and headed west until we arrived at
a fagade like any other. “This is the Slide, where you'll meet my
sisters and mothers”—he looked sideways at me with his quiet,
farmboy’s smile—"you know, other fairies, young and old.”

“Oh,” I said, shrugging, “for a moment I thought you meant
real women and I got my hopes up.”

“Oh, love,” he said, already acting a part, “don’t get it up, not
out here in the cold, you might freeze it off!”

He wasn't very good at his act but I cuffed him anyway.

When we entered the saloon, at first it seemed like any other,
with a long, carved wood bar on the left, bottles of liquor on glass
shelves, a huge mirror behind the bar reflecting and somehow im-
proving the faces of the weary men sitting on high stools. Bits of
ham and cheese which looked pawed over were on a greasy platter.
A harsh light emanated from the gas lamps. It was still early and
there were only a few men here, and farther back a table of women
sipping steins of beer.

“Those aren't women,” Elliott told me, with a slight air of su-
periority.

I looked closer and realized the hands around the mugs were
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big and ropey, though the nails were painted. The faces wore
clownishly bright makeup but the noses were too large, the bones
too prominent, and the—yes, the telltale Adam’s apple.

“Oh look, Ducky,” one of them croaked. “You may approach
the Sublime Porte.”

Elliott whispered pedantically, “That means we can visit
them.”

We edged closer—absurdly I took off my hat and held it in
my hands, and so did Elliott, as if we were domestics before the
quality.

“What have you drugged in, Miss Pussy?” the same transves-
tite demanded of Elliott.

“He’s all normal,” Elliott said, grinning sheepishly.

“Hmmn, normal, perhaps, but obviously questing,” the crea-
ture replied. He raised an absurd lorgnette, heavy with rhinestones,
and examined me through it. “Not a very sturdy-looking normal.
Just one more feeble little normal normaling about. Bit like a
drowned rat, your Mr. Normal, if you ask me. But he is a perfect
heartface. You tell me he isn't in the life?”

“Oh, no, Your Majesty, he’s pure man.”

“Ooh, he doesn’t half look feminine, don't he?”

Another denizen of the table weighed in with a chorus of
“Fairies will make your thumbs prick,” and everyone cackled.

“He’s not a fairy,” a third man boomed in a deep voice through
slick red lips. “Look at the color of his eyes!”

Suddenly everyone stared at my crotch (Elliott whispered,
“Eyes is a secret rhyme for size, the size of your unit”).

The lorgnette was aimed at my flies. The first man asked,
“What you got in there, the Rockingham tea service?”

Now the singer was singing again but this time was chanting,

“My heart starts a racket every time I see your packet,” which made
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them all fall about and not so much laugh as mime laughing—Tliter-
ally holding their sides or pitching forward like hand puppets
shaking all over and hanging down below the edge of the prosce-
nium.

“That’s no tea service,” the basso profundo said, “that’s a demi-
tasse spoon.”

“Ooh, you'll frighten her off, our Miss Man"—jerking his
head toward me (I was obviously “Miss Man™). Then back to the
other transvestite: “You're a wicked old queen! An evil fairy! Pure
Carabosse!”

“I'm not Carrie Boston!” he replied, “I'm the empress of Asto-
nia and your name is—Miss Bird E. Bath!”

I thought they were funny but I felt apprehensive as I always do
with professional comedians. Would they be able to sustain it?
Then I tried to picture these ladies in their ordinary male garments
at their usual jobs. Perhaps the Empress was a butcher with an old
wife back home in Brooklyn and four dirty-faced children. Under
that one’s elbow-length puce gloves might be tattoos from navy
days. Though he’s wearing a floor-length skirt he’s spread his legs
under it in a most unladylike way. And this guy is probably Italian,
with a hairy chest and gold crucifix under his blouse and cameo.

“And what does Miss Man do, Lovey? I hope she’s not down
on her luck like your usual clientele.”

“He’s a journalist,” Elliott said proudly.

Once pronounced, the word journalist set off a chorus of
alarmed shrieks and a fluttering of fans and a panicked rolling of
eyes. “Is Miss Man going to write about us and get us closed down
or gawked at by sightseeing normals—or is she going to attract
Lily Law? The orderly daughters? Tell us, purge, purge, purge!”

“He means the police,” Elliott interpreted, though I felt he was

himself just one step ahead of me. “Sometimes the cops are called
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flymen. Or Betty Bracelets.” He put his wrists together to suggest
handcuffs.

“Ladies, ladies,” I said, making repressive gestures like a con-
ductor trying to hush the strings, “don’t worry. It would be impos-
sible to write about you without shocking my morning readers so
much theyd choke on their toast.” Their hysteria and dress-up
somehow tranquilized me. I felt I was in charge and they were
crazed, fluttering things.

“Well, Sweetums, remember: royalty don't like exposure,” the
basso profundo said.

“Exposure, Your Nastiness?” the Empress chimed in. “You're
not thinking about exposing yourself again? Though it must be
said we'd all need a jeweler’s lens to register the effect if you did
expose yourself.”

“Heartface,” the third lady said, touching my sleeve, “what
about a round of beer? A pint and a half of ale for the three
of us?”

“Their Majesties don't seem to understand,” I said, “that their
faithful servant is thundering broke.”

A new chorus of tut-tuts burst forth.

“Not the sort of admirer we had in mind for you—and,
Lovey—" they said to Elliott, “not a proper suitor for an embar-
rassed miss such as you. Financially embarrassed!” They shrieked.

Eventually I was introduced to the Countess of Upper Silesia
and Her Grace the Dowager Marchioness of Baden-Baden
(“Nothing graceful about her, Pussy, but she do be double-b bad,”
said the Empress). As we clowned around I found my mind wan-
dering to Alice in Wonderland and the White Queen and the Mad
Hatter. My new friends had an “off-with-their-heads” perempto-
riness and a frazzled impatience with earthbound life.

Did these creatures wear these clothes on the street? How had
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it first occurred to them to dress up? Elliott had mentioned they
were prostitutes, but who would find them desirable? And wouldn't
their scorn wither any man’s pride?

I grew tired of standing and I was racked by a siege of
coughing.

“Not a well woman, our Miss Man,” said the Empress with the
put-on cockney accent of an old harridan. When I recovered, a
weird moment of silence descended over us and all that could be
heard was the hissing of gas jets, and all that could be smelled was
the odor of rice powder and stale beer. A moment crept by. Then a
second one. I could see a drop of sweat snaking down the Count-
ess’s face and eating through an inch of white lard. I wondered if
these ladies sat or stood to pee.

Elliott pointed to the rickety-looking stairs leading up on
the right and left to a shadowy balcony. “Later on there will be
fairies seated up there, waiting for customers, but it’s too early for
them now.”

“Why aren't you dressed as a woman?”

Elliott said that he was a “flame-fairy, which means I wear
boys’ clothes and girls’ makeup—there are men that prefer that”
He announced this taxonomic nicety as if he were teaching me
something basic about the world.

“Bold! But Miss Man is bold with her questions, our Miss-
Man-girl-reporter,” shrieked the Countess. “I just know she’s go-
ing to write us up, though I'm far too proper a gal to have my name
before the public. Me mum will be having a hissy fit.”

“Mais oui, chérie,” boomed Her Grace with the remnants of a
dockworker’s drone, “show him the inner sanctum and invite him
to disclose the secret life of the hierophants to the great unwashed.”
She made a loose gesture up toward the balcony.

Upstairs were round tables covered with soiled clothes and
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candles like a dirty solar system. “They’re not terribly interesting,”
I whispered to Elliott.

Elliott looked alarmed. “They’re not?”

It was as if he'd offered his mother’s diamonds for sale as a last
resort and been told they were paste. Poor Elliott—hed run away
from his terrible farm and arrived penniless and friendless in this
big, sooty city and somehow, miraculously, found these glamor-
ous, older friends who shared his vice and were so frightfully clever.
He knew they might offend ordinary folks but till now he'd never
doubted that they were fascinating. He looked shattered and I im-
mediately regretted my words.

“You're too good for them, Elliott,” I said. “They've become
hardened and deformed. Theyre not real people, neither fish nor
fowl.”

“Oh, they'e foul enough, Lovey,” Elliott whispered with a
crooked smile; his reply defended the Royals, in substance and
style.

As we left the saloon, I noticed a man in a bowler standing on
the other side of the street, staring at us, or rather at Elliott. His
ungloved hands, as big and white as boiled hams, hung down at his
side. He was wearing a velvet-collared Chesterfield which hed
thrown open as if to breathe more easily, or to cool off, though it
was a cold night.

His face would have looked beseeching if it weren't so resigned.
Maybe because I'm so short I notice men’s height—he was easily
over six feet tall but appeared to regret it.

“Do you know that man?” I asked Elliott.

“Yes,” he said, “I know him. He’s in love with me.”






SEVEN

RANE COULDN'T GET THE IMAGE OF THE MAN OUT OF HIS

mind as he lay in the Lord Warden Hotel and watched the
curtains billow in the cool sea wind. He remembered how that
man— I heodore Koch—had unnerved him, as if he were a bank-
rupt standing on a bridge over a rushing river.

The train trip to Dover had exhausted Crane. Theyd traveled
with their servant, Richard Heather, with good, flustered Dr. Skin-
ner, with the two nurses, Charlotte Gardner and Annie Taylor, with
Crane’s niece Helen and dear old Spongie, who turned out to be
such a homebody he did nothing but growl softly in the back of
his throat like an old man who complains all the time about new
faces and unfamiliar food.

They decided to stay in the hotel as long as it took for Crane
to regain the force necessary to travel to Calais, which was a scant
thirty miles across the Channel. Crane couldn’t leave his hotel bed
but he claimed that if he looked out the window he was indirectly
aware of the glare of the chalk cliffs falling on the water, almost as

if a pale sun were rising under the waves. He liked the sound of
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gulls shrieking as they circled the ferries pulling toward the Admi-
ralty Pier down below.

He knew they had no economies set aside and that Charlotte
and Annie had been sent out to live on sandwiches and that Cora
wasn't eating at all. She always looked impeccable in her bronze-
colored silk blouse with the high collar which was just a shade
darker than her lustrous piled-up hair. One evening when he fret-
ted about money she told him that Morton Frewen had lent her a
hundred pounds—but he knew she was lying.

Conrad came to visit him in the late afternoon. As it happened,
Stevie had dictated to Cora, just before leaving Brede Place, a letter
to Arnold Bennett, asking him to get Conrad a pension on the civil
list: “He is poor and a gentleman and proud.” Crane might have
been describing himself. Crane added that he feared no one might
ever like Conrad’s books beyond a cult of other writers. Stevie was
deeply embarrassed when he discovered that Lady Churchill was
circulating a letter asking “the friends of Stephen Crane” to con-
tribute to an emergency fund. In any event, Lady Churchill was
unable to raise any money for him.

Conrad was as small as Stevie but he bristled with energy.
His eyes were pinpoints of trouble, his mouth a flat line of pain,
his shoulders so strong and high that he appeared to have no neck
at all. He entered the room as if hed just been asked to ascend a
throne and, after an initial reluctance, now meant to show just
how decisive he could be. The tips of his waxed, black mustaches
and spade-shaped black beard preceded him. His skin was sallow
and the lines in his face spoke of long night watches on the ship
of art.

He sat beside Stevie and planted both hands on the sick man’s
shoulders. “My dear friend,” he said, his breath smelling of to-

bacco and sardines, “I can see youe about to leave this world.”
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Crane smiled at his frankness. “True, but don’t let Cora hear
you. She’s not ready for the inevitable.” This sentence, which he
recognized was cogent and well-formed, and which he was proud
to have pronounced, exhausted him. “Anyway, only one lung is in
trouble. The other is sound.”

Conrad told him that he had had a breakdown ten years earlier,
after he'd come back from the Belgian Congo. “I went to a clinic at
Champel in Switzerland. I got over my depression—just as your
Black Forest clinic will no doubt cure you.”

“Why did you have a breakdown?” Stevie asked.

“I heard about terrible things up the Congo—thered been a
certain James Slago Jameson who paid the natives six handkerchiefs
for the privilege of watching—and sketchingl—a slave girl sacri-
ficed and eaten by cannibals. Jameson was a scientist with little
glasses; he treated it all as research.”

Stevie looked up into Conrad’s eyes, which frightened him with
their impersonality, an eagle’s eyes, attuned rather than revealing:
he gave nothing away. His conversation was similar. Like James, he
asked detailed questions but gave not even the vaguest answers.

Wickedly, Wells had pointed out that Conrad thought the si-
lent ¢ in these and those should be voiced, which he did with such au-
thority that for an instant one questioned one’s own accent. Now
Conrad said, “You are here-uh, with these-uh gulls and those-uh
masts—everything needed for a voyage, even a voyage into the
infinite-uh.”

Soon, like all writers everywhere, they were talking about
money. But Conrad could never tolerate chitchat for long, not even
shoptalk, and he quickly changed the conversation to his own
work. He'd recently written Youth, which had been inspired by Ste-
vie’s “The Open Boat,” and Heart of Darkness, which reflected his

own misadventures in the Congo. There he'd seen horrors perpe-
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trated by the Belgians that he never forgot, and there his own health
had been seriously undermined. Now he'd begun Lord Jim, which
also betrayed Stevie’s influence, and he spoke at some length of his
plans for the book.

Cora came in with tea and cakes for the two men, though Crane
never touched the food or drink. Cora said, “And Mr. Conrad,
how is your son Borys?”

Conrad smiled, which counted as a decided unbending, given
his starchy manner. “We spent a day last week with Henry James.
Mr. James held Borys on his lap for a solid half-hour against the
child’s will. You know what a fidget he is, but with Mr. James he
seemed to recognize a superior being who mustn't be vexed. Finally
Mr. James put him down with a kiss. Borys ran to me and whis-
pered, ‘Poppa dear, isn't he an elegant fowl?’ I'd been reading him
Lear’s Book of Nonsense and now he says things like that.”

After Cora withdrew, Crane whispered, “Tell me, JC, have you
ever known any inverts?”

Conrad’s face stiffened. “Of course as a sailor I heard about
such abominations. Why on earth do you ask?”

“I'm thinking of writing about a boy prostitute I interviewed
once in New York.”

Conrad groomed his beard and mustaches for a few moments
with his pale hand. At last he said, “I'm afraid it would offend
people so much you'd have trouble getting it published. Ever since
poor Wilde’s trial, society has grown even less tolerant.”

“Well, Wilde,” Stevie said. “Anyway, a crime against nature was
only one of his sins. He was also a dreadful cad.”

Conrad looked blank. “A—what?”

“Cad,” Stevie repeated.

For a moment he wondered if his American accent were the

problem. Should it be pronounced “cod™?
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“I've never heard that word,” Conrad said. Even after Stevie
spelled it, Conrad shook his head and Stevie realized that Conrad’s
literary English, so strangely fluent and nuanced and menacing on
the page, was an act of the will and no guarantee of conversational
ease.

“Of course you're right,” Stevie said, “but the subject interests
me—not even the subject, but this particular youth, Elliott. I once
wrote forty pages about him and destroyed them, but now that I'm
at the end and have nothing to fear . .

He was too tired to complete the thought. When he awakened
much later in a cold sweat, Conrad was gone. The sky outside was
clouding over and someone had closed the window. He could just
about remember Conrad saying something to the effect that physi-
cal pain and dissolution should not lead a writer toward vice. Ste-
vie now wrote a sentence in Cora’s journal: “I will write for one
man only and that man is myself.”

That evening he had a clear head and he dictated to Cora for
half an hour.

THE PAINTED BOY

Elliott found himself in the New York train station. Men in
bowler hats and good wool overcoats were plunging past
him in the weak sunlight that filtered down through sky-
lights. He was a farm boy and had never heard so many voices
at once, or seen so many shoes. He couldn’t look up into their
faces.

He sat on a wood bench polished smooth by human con-
tact, the wood armrest dark from the acids in human hands.
He looked down long tunnels of striped light, the stepped-in
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rising skylights that covered a mile’s length of rail and
spanned ten tracks, each with its own platform.

He had no plan. His daddy had beat him hard a week ago,
and Elliott had resolved he’d run away after the welts healed.
He didn’t know why but he wanted to offer a pure body to
New York. It was the only thing he had to give.

A man with fancily sculpted facial hair and a brown suit
the color of turned earth was slumped back on a bench across
the way, looking funny at Elliott. A smile flickered across his
lips. Eventually he came over and sat next to the boy.

“Waiting for your parents to pick you up?”

“No, sir, T ain’t got no one here in New York City.” Elliott
tried to speak clearly and honestly and not to mumble. He
knew he had a bad habit of mumbling—the schoolmarm had
told him so. He wondered if this man were some sort of
policeman: Had his father already set the authorities on his
trail?

“T’ll bet you’re waiting on a family friend.”

Elliott was tempted to nod, but what if this man was an
authority who would catch him in his lie? Or what if he was
just an idler who could outwait him and discover his shame-
tul secret: He knew no one and had nowhere to go.

“Well, my Aunt Mauve might come, so she said, I
mean ...”

The man didn’t seem capable of sitting upright. He kept
sliding down the bench until his trousers were stretched taut
across his crotch—and then he had to pluck at them and sit
back up before the sliding process began all over again.

The tracks were entirely housed in glass. The clouds raced
across them, and the sunlight picked out a dusty carriage far
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away as if a magic wand had just ignited this one and not all
the others.

Elliott had taken a year to put together the one-way fare
from upstate New York and his village into the Grand Cen-
tral Depot. He had no plans but he felt that someone, some-
where would help him in this city. He admired how all these
passing men could afford draped trousers, polished shoes. He
envied them their jobs where he guessed they sat around at
desks all dressed up and frowned and then smiled and spoke
in quiet voices.

“Here as a visitor or hoping to stay?” the man asked. “By
the way, I'm Silas. 'm called Silas Aspen.”

They shook hands.

“I’'m Elliott, and I’'m hoping to stay.”

“Well, you know, there are many jobs for newcomers. You
could be a peddler of sponges, or a peddler of pretzels. You
could be a bootblack or push an ash cart or a rag cart or shovel
snow. They’re laying cable for the new cable cars.”

All these jobs sounded daunting and improbable to El-
liott, who had only two bits left in his pocket and no friends,
unless Silas Aspen could be counted as one.

Silas edged a bit closer but slid down farther in his seat
before he said, “Maybe you’d like to be a newsboy. I could fix
you up for that.”

“That would be wonderful. What do I do?”

“I'll fix you up. Don’t worry.”

They shook hands again. Elliott was so relieved that he
liked the way the man’s skin felt dry and hot.

They ambled out onto the Forty-second Street. Elliott
was intrigued by the shadows cast on women wearing bon-
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nets by the elevated trains passing overhead. The air was
thick with coal smoke sifting down from the engines. Each
approaching train rumbled past. Astonishingly, Silas grabbed
Elliott by the elbow and pushed him upstairs and onto a wait-
ing train. Through a dirty window Elliott could see the man-
sard roof and ornate fagade of the Grand Depot.

A week later Elliott had begun to learn the odd dimen-
sions and curious surfaces of his new life. He was living in a
home for newsboys where he could rent a room for a night
and store his valuables in his locker—and even get a meal and
a shower. He’d learned how to pick up the evening newspa-
pers late in the afternoon and call out the headlines as he
walked along. Usually he took twenty papers (Silas was the
distributor and staked him to his first armload).

His territory was Wall Street from five to seven, as an
army of accountants and brokers rushed home. At first El-
liott had been too shy to call out the headlines; he was afraid
he didn’t sound as if he were from here. But then a fifteen-
year-old newsboy from Brooklyn who treated Elliott as if he
were a girl and put his cold hand down the back of Elliott’s
trousers and kissed his neck and breathed the smell of frank-
furters and mustard all over him—this redhead Irish boy
called Mick, just five foot three, taught him how to bellow
out the catchy headlines. “Look, squirt, don’t worry if you
sounds like some boy soprano—some men like that. A fresh-
faced kid like you. Ahh, c’mere, give your old man a hug!
That’s more like it! Whatcha got back there? Still a virgin?
Ooh, look, he’s blushin’, you’s a damn cute little love. Wanna
touch my knob? Go ahead, touch it. Want me to prove I'm a
real redhead?” Mick guffawed. He sometimes made up fake
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headlines (“War Declared!” “President Assassinated!”) in
order to sell his papers in a hurry.

Silas had given Elliott a list of men and addresses who
wanted a paper delivered with benefits, that is, “a kiss and a
cuddle.” They’d paid a dollar for the cuddle, which usually
meant the man got down on his knees or expected him to do
the work. Elliott didn’t mind. Back in his village a hundred
years ago he’d stared at the banker and the mayor in their silk
cravats, vests buttoned tight over their paunches, trousers
held high by wide blue suspenders. He’d been curious about
men’s flies and good leather shoes and sleeves compressed by
silk garters over the biceps. He liked the smells of cigars and
witch hazel and of the powder the barber dusted faces and
necks with after the daily shave.

Elliott had been afraid of his father—but what he longed
for was a younger, handsome, sweet-smelling father-friend
who’d take care of him and educate him. He didn’t mind his
new special customers, unless they failed to be kind. If they
just slapped a dollar in his hand and left the room without so
much as a fare-thee-well, then he felt bad. When he plea-
sured himself in his bunk bed late at night at the newsboys’
hotel on Rivington Street he moved stealthily so that the bed
wouldn’t shake. He never thought of any precise deed of
darkness but rather of a man stroking his cheek with the back
of his hand and offering a whispered word of encourage-
ment.

If the special customers and just the regular passersby
didn’t purchase all his papers, Elliott would head up to
Broadway as the theaters let out. “Last one! Buy my last pa-
per so I can go home and sleep!” he’d call out urgently. And
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then, after that one was sold, he’d pull out another one from
under his coat. “Last one!”

He was proud of his new dishonest ways. He liked accost-
ing a lady in a black fur pelisse and white hat and white silk
shirt clinging to a man in white tie and black cutaway and
shiny top hat and, in his buttonhole, a huge white flower that
had opened in the heat of the theater. Elliott had even learned
a popular song, “Please Buy My Last Paper”:

Dark is the night, and the rain it falls fast;
Sharp is the wind and bitter the blast;
Yet through rain and darkness there came a lone cry,

Please buy my last paper, who will buy?

Elliott liked that even his sufferings in New York had
been set to a tune; back on the farm he’d been utterly alone
with unscored pain.

STEVIE WAS EXHAUSTED. HIS EYES SWAM SHUT AND CORA
raised his head so he could enjoy a sip of restorative red wine,
though he was half asleep. She was about to leave the room when
he said something. She bent closer to hear him.

“Do you like it?”

“Yes, you always surprise me. I didn’t know you knew anything
about that world.”

“Do you?”

“Oh, yes, in my business, you know, we get all types.”

“Any suggestions?”

“We used the newsboys to bring new customers our way. Or
theyd run errands for the girls, buy them a sandwich or a cooler.

Our newsboys in Florida, of course, were little nigger boys.”
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Stevie smiled. “Should I add that about bringing customers?”

Cora smiled back. She wiped his head with a cool, damp cloth.
“Why not? Might as well be hung for a pound if you're hung for a
penny—isn't that what they say over here?”

“The whole hog, that’s what we say.” He smiled, happy to share
that hog with her, no matter how ﬁgurative.

Shed always found Stevie’s style a bit underwritten, but she
knew that the best critics liked it that way. Now she wondered if
illness hadn't made it fo0 spare, even for modern tastes. She doubted
that she'd ever be able to sell a fragment (if he didn't live to finish
it) of a book about a boy prostitute. The O’Ruddy was a much more
likely tale of womanizing, tall talk and swordplay. But Stevie en-
joyed The Painted Boy, she could see that. He'd always been fond of
whores—Iluckilyl—and low life was his beat as a journalist. He'd
always liked to frequent Chinatown opium dens and Tenderloin
tleshpots. Maybe he saw himself in the painted boy as in a distort-
ing mirror.

That night there were no callers. Crane drank a whole bowl of
beef bouillon and sat up in bed. He and Cora discussed Conrad.

“He told me once,” Cora said, “that hed learned English read-
ing the Bible. You can be sure he wasn't a believer, but just as surely
he always accepted a copy of the Holy Book. They were handed
out by the various religious societies for the spiritual welfare of the
English sailors on board. Conrad liked the thin Japanese leaves of
paper because they were excellent for rolling cigarettes but he al-
ways read the page before he smoked it.”

Stevie chuckled soundlessly: “I sort of doubt that one. It’s a
tall tale. He’s very systematic about language—he knew French by
the time he was five. Though he does have some surprising lapses
in English. Today he said he never heard the word cad, which I was
applying to Oscar Wilde.”



HOTEL DE DREAM

“I wish you would stop attacking poor Wilde,” Cora said,
plumping Stevie’s pillows and straightening his blankets. “You,
who've become the invert’s best friend! It’s inconsistent.”

They laughed together conspiratorially. Suddenly Cora raised
a hand to claim Stevie’s attention. “Jessie Conrad told me this af-
ternoon while you and her husband were confabulating in here
that when he first saw little baby Borys his comment was as Mar-
tian as usual: ‘Why it’s just like a human being.” Can you believe it?
That's what he actually said when he saw his son.”

Stevie laughed. He had his big Colt pistol (unloaded) strapped
to his side, which he liked to brandish when his European visitors
arrived. If he was feeling up to it, he let out a rebel yell and fright-
ened his well-bred friends. Now he drew it out of its holster and
pretended to shoot enemies to the right and left.

He started remembering a visit he once paid to Lincoln, Ne-
braska. He said, “I remember a line of Negro waiters at the Hotel
Lincoln. They were serenading the diners. They were accompanied
by a storm of strumming banjos. Next door, when I left the hotel,
I looked into the office of the Journal, where all the electric lights
were on cords drawn down from the ceiling and pulled close to the
desks. The telegraph sounder was ticking to itself like a bad
heart.”

“Golly! You always have such a wonderful memory for details.
And what a way with words,” Cora said, sitting on the bed beside
him, stroking his hair.

“That’s all I have. It's my stock in trade and my only skill. Not
much. But enough.” He smiled shyly.

The mention of writing made him ask for a tumbler of whis-
key, which Cora poured reluctantly and diluted with a lot of water.
Once again he began to dictate.
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Elliott met a whore named Imogene. She said she’d pay him a
nickel if he’d buy her a cold beer from time to time and bring
it to her “establishment,” as she called it. She had a radish-
white, almost raw-looking body and a tiny head made big by
puffed-up hair. He never saw her out of her old torn kimono.
She worked at a dollar whorehouse. At the bottom of the
mattress, she’d laid a strip of linoleum so that the customers
wouldn’t have to take their shoes oft when they mounted
her. They’d just drop their trousers and slide home.

Imogene lived on sunflower seeds and could barely stop
munching them, even when she was at work on the bed. She
liked Elliott and when he would bring her a customer she’d
give him two dimes and call him her “cadet,” by which she
meant her pimp. Once when she quarreled with her madam
she found a room she could rent by the hour from two old
sapphists. She asked Elliott to be her full-time cadet and
lover. “I could make you some dinner every evening, we’d
have a good time together and you’d have some dollars in
your pocket.” But Elliott told her he wasn’t drawn to the
sporting life. She just shrugged and ate another handful of
sunflower seeds.

What she didn’t know was that he’d become a pickpocket.
It all happened because Mick, the tough little Irish redhead,
was suddenly flush with money he lavished on Elliott. He
bought him a sauerbrauten at Luchow’s on Fourteenth
Street. They ate late in the afternoon toward five o’clock,
when they thought few people would “bother them” (look at
them). Although it was still light out they sat in the jeweled
gloom under the Tiffany-glass ceiling. Elliott was almost
afraid to touch the heavily starched white napkin lest he
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somehow desecrate it. The waiter was a bald German with a
stomach and a disapproving frown and a floor-length white
apron. The whole place smelled of cabbage and beer. It
seemed to Elliott as beautiful as church. They were seated to-
gether in a round banquette and Mick drew the tablecloth
over their laps and put Elliott’s hand directly on his knob,
which he’d extricated from his trousers for the occasion.
Mick was overexcited because half an hour earlier he’d
sniffed cocaine, the pickpocket’s drug of choice.

They drank some wheat beer, a pale delicious drink the
waiter called “Weissbier.” Soon Elliott was ready to fall
asleep, and with some difficulty Mick steered him up to a
room he’d rented for a day. There on a sagging couch Mick
had his way with the frail boy. Elliott liked Mick but wished
he were older. A proper man.

Night fell and Elliott could no longer see him, though he
could feel his rough fingers on his nipples. Mick said, “Wanna
join my mob?”

“Maybe. What is it?”

“It’s five friends of mine. We’re all engaged in breach-
getting.”

“Pardon?”

“Throwing the mitt. Pickpocketing. You see, you’d be the
stall.”

“The—?”

“The guy who asks a fellow a question or stumbles into
him or tries to sell him a paper but urgent. And while you’ve
flummoxed him, the dipper (that’s me) wires him—that
means, picks his pocket.”

“Isn’t it dangerous?”

“Naw,” said Mick, bending in to kiss the boy idly, “spe-
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cially not if you’re a moll-buzzer. If you rob women. If it’s a
moll we take her book (her pocketbook), and if it’s a man we
steal his front (his pocketwatch and the chain). We usually
make a touch a day.”

“Is that how you paid for our dinner?”

“Oh, that was easy, this morning I robbed the Dago in
Rome.”

“Explain.”

“I put a counterfeit five-dollar bill in the collection plate
during mass and took back four real ones. Passing fake money
we call ‘shoving the queer. ”

“Shoving the—?”

Mick pushed him and said suddenly, with a roar of laugh-
ter, “That’s what ’'m doing right now!” Mick then reached
down between Elliott’s legs, inserted a finger and said,
“Mmmn, that feels good!”

Elliott smiled lazily. “If you want me to be a stall youw’ll
have to show me how. But not right now. Right now your
knob needs attention again.”

Even though he and the mob occasionally made a success-
ful touch by surrounding a man on Fulton or Nassau or
lower Broadway or Wall Street, Elliott never stopped selling
papers.

One evening Mick convinced him to wear some rather
obvious cosmetics—rouge and eyebrow pencil. “Yow’ll see,”
he said, “a bit of slap will make the men stare and forget
themselves, which will help me make the dip. Do the breech-
getting.”

Elliott suspected Mick himself would derive a perverse
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thrill from the paint, but he agreed to the plan with his usual
docility. He asked Imogene to help him. She registered his re-
quest with a sudden dilation of her pupils: “Oh, I see. That’s
why you didn’t want to be my lover.”

Elliott neither nodded nor protested. Seconds later she
was wetting the tip of her pencil and ordering him to look
up. She washed his lips in brandy, then had him bite down on
rosy crepe paper. Mick was thrilled with the results: “Oh
don’t she got a lovely color tonight. The lady Ellen,” he said,
and grabbed him from behind, nibbled his ear, and whis-
pered, “Wait till T gets you in a dress.”

In Union Square, Elliott saw a big awkward man who
must’ve been forty or more but seemed to have recently un-
dergone a spurt of growth since his sleeves scarcely reached
down to his sprouting wrists—or maybe his hands were so
big and veined they looked as if they’d doubled in size over-
night.

Elliott and Mick went up to him with newspapers, thrust
them in his face, and then Elliott pretended to stumble and
fell into his arms while Mick relieved the man of his gold
pocket watch (“banging his red super,” in Mick’s lingo).
Mick ran off but the man held on to Elliott with a look of as-
tonished recognition in his eyes.

“Let me go!” Elliott whined, afraid the man was going to
turn him in to the police.

But no, he seemed unaware he’d just been robbed. “I can’t
let you go,” he said hoarsely with a quick sketch of a smile.

He looked at Elliott more closely. “Are you a boy or a
girl?”

“A boy.”

“I—well, I thought so. That’s what . . . interests me.”
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Elliott was more and more frightened. On the corner he
could see Mick waving frantically, then slapping the top of
his hand and thrusting it out with a salute. Run away! was his
meaning. Take off!

Elliott relaxed and then suddenly wrenched his body to
one side but the man seemed not to register the ruse. He con-
tinued to read Elliott’s face as if it were an important page in
adifficult language.

Elliott changed tactics. “You might as well buy me some-
thing to eat in that case.”

They were standing in front of the Everett House. The
man placed a strong arm behind the boy’s back and steered
him in past the haughty doorman and, once inside, under the
long nose of the outraged manager.

They were seated at a bad table near the kitchen, but the
man noticed nothing. He was thunderstruck by something
he could detect in Elliott’s face—the boy didn’t know what it
was. Were they relations? Did he see or imagine a resem-
blance? Did Elliott’s red lips, rouged cheeks, and penciled
eyes make the man think of some woman he used to love? Or
was he a Christian reformer out to save him?

“I must get home soon,” the man said, reaching for his
pocket watch and then noticing it was gone. “What the hell!
What happened—was it that little red-haired devil who
picked my pocket?”

“What red-haired devil?” Elliott asked innocently.

“The redhead shortie.”

“Oh,” Elliott said. “I don’t know him. I don’t think he’s
one of the regular newsboys.”

“To hell with it,” the man said, patting his suit jacket over
his heart and reassuring himself that his wallet was still
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there. “It was a cheap tin watch I bought in Paris when I
was a student. Un oignon—an onion, that’s what the French
callit.”

A silence sat down at their table like an uninvited guest.
At last Elliott said, “I’'m sorry someone took your onion.”

The man had started reading Elliott’s face again as if it
were full of bold headlines and long gray paragraphs that de-
tailed all the sorrows of the world and demanded thorough
study.

“Why do you look at me like that? Do you think you know
me?” He swallowed and said softly, “If so, you’re wrong.”

The man shook his head as if suddenly pulling free from a
bad dream. “No, of course we don’t know each other. But we
might have in a previous life.”

Elliott squirmed in his chair. Outside the dining room
window he could see Mick’s bright-red hair under a
streetlamp as the boy paced rapidly back and forth. Elliott
said, “What do you want from me?”

The man looked so dumbstruck that Elliott regretted the
question. The man’s huge white hands were writhing in his
lap. They both stared at the hands as if they were entrails
about to be prodded for auguries.

Finally the man hid his hands under the table, sat up,
cleared his throat, and said, “Right!” He smiled. “My name is
Theodore Koch, I'm a banker, a ... middling banker, I'm
forty-two. I have two children, a boy and a girl, older than
you, no doubt. I'd like to spend the rest of my life with you.”

Elliott was astounded. Back at the farm he’d often gone to
sleep imagining a mayor or banker who’d wait in front of his
schoolhouse in a closed carriage, a brougham, the windows
heavily curtained, a coachman up above on the box with a
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long whip in his gloved hand, the whip as slender and elec-
tric as a nerve. The mayor or banker would have left the door
ajar and, in the dark interior of the brougham, Elliott could
just make out the pallor of his face and big white hands,
maybe the gleam of a gold watch chain. The boy would ap-
proach the carriage and the coachman would jump to the
ground to lower three steps and help Elliott up by the elbow.
Then he’d retract the stairs, slam the door shut, mount the
carriage again, wield his stinging whip, and they’d rush out
into the dark, never to return. Startled, Elliott would turn to
his savior for his first long look.

“You want to . . . /ive with me?” Elliott asked.

Mr. Koch nodded.

“What about your wife and children?” Elliott asked.

“Oh,” Mr. Koch exclaimed, as if he hadn’t thought of that
objection. His eyes picked over the heavy dull silverware on
the table, assessing his options. “Couldn’t I just rent a room
somewhere for us? In some out-of-the-way, inexpensive
neighborhood like Chelsea far from the Fifth Avenue? Too
close to the Negro district to be fashionable?”

Elliott frowned, not sure what fashionable meant. Nor did
he understand Mr. Koch’s strange smile. Though the idea of
a warm room out of the wet that would be all his own ap-
pealed to Elliott, he worried lest Theodore meant to owz him,
or hack him to pieces . . .

“Maybe,” Elliott said. “Let’s go somewhere now if you
have time and 7y it on for size.” That was one of the smart
things Mick had taught him to say.

Theodore winced at the winking words, then shrugged.
“I guess without a watch I have no time, and nothing but

time.”
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They went to a shabby hotel room where Elliott had taken
clients before. In bed Elliott was used to something as quick
and brutal as rape. But Theodore just held him and stroked
him and wept. Theodore had a fleshy, manly body with
thighs as big as bolsters and a neat, incongruously small bot-
tom, the least sexual thing Elliott had ever seen, as practical
and inoffensive as a little kid’s buttocks. He didn’t want to
turn out the lights, and when Elliott made a dive for his half-
hard penis, Theodore drew him back up into his arms. Elliott
couldn’t see how all this would end. Certainly not in any-
thing as conclusive as spent spunk.

CRANE MUST VE FALLEN ASLEEP. IN ANY EVENT WHEN HE
awakened he wasn't sure how much Cora had written down. Maybe
at some point hed stopped speaking audibly and began simply
thinking the words, not pronouncing them clearly, or at all. This was
a book that was being indicted half on paper and the rest on the

tabula rasa of his mind. Hed have to read over everything with

care and fill in the blanks.



EIGHT

HAT NIGHT CRANE COULDN'T SLEEP. HE FELT HE'D FALLEN
into such a deep slumber while still dictating The Painted Boy
to Cora that now he wasn't sleepy at all.

He sat up in bed and scooted to the edge and used the chamber
pot that was kept handy for him; he wished he could empty it, but
just sitting up exhausted him. If he'd had the energy he would have
stood and gone to the window and looked down at the boats wait-
ing patiently for the morning crossing to Calais. He could hear the
last few carriages clip-clopping past.

He worried how Cora would pay for all this. She swore she had
Mr. Frewen's hundred pounds plus three hundred more in cash
that shed squirreled away “in my best Becky Sharpe manner,” as
she put it. He wanted to believe her but somehow he doubted it;
she was just being brave and kind. Of course if he were a decent
provider he'd be dictating The O’Ruddy and finding someone to fin-
ish the manuscript after his death. Robert Barr had refused, but he
suggested a young American, Edward Stewart White. Barr wrote
Cora that Crane’s style was too original to imitate: “With pretty
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near any other man except Kipling and a few others, I would have
the cheek to try, but with Stephen, the discrepancy would be too
marked.” Yes, maybe in The Red Badge or “The Open Boat,” Crane
conceded mentally, but The O’Ruddy was pure Three Musketeers, only
not so good. Easy to copy since it was already an imitation.

His thoughts kept drifting back to Elliott. Maybe because
Crane’s real brothers—George, Edmund, Townley, Wilbur, and
William Howe—were all older, he had always yearned for a dis-
reputable sidekick of a brother, someone who looked up to him
and kept getting in trouble. In the Crane family Stevie knew he was
loved, but not always admired. Now he was, after the success of The
Red Badge and his coverage of the Spanish-American War, but he
knew that for his brothers and sisters he would always be the gifted
if suspiciously bohemian little brother, the runt of the litter who
didn't lick his paws clean like the other fastidious pups. His hair
would always be too shaggy and his face too gaunt. He'd always be
outfitted in their eyes with a torn flannel shirt and a slovenly ex-
cuse of a necktie, with a greasy fedora and shoes worn down at the
heel.

If Stevie could advise Elliott about the ways of the world, El-
liott could teach him how to decipher the city around him. Elliott
took him to the penny restaurants where the newsboys ate every
evening. Food was so important to the boys that they were nick-
named “Pie-Eater” or “Chops” or “Opysters” or “Huckleberry,”
even “Roundhearts” after a small molasses cake. Elliott liked to
munch stale gingerbread cakes called Bolivars and wished the boys
would call him “Bolivar” He thought that would be a dashing
name. Watermelon was their special treat at a penny a slice. If they
were feeling flush (once or twice a year) the boys would sit down
to a princely dinner of woodcock and venison.

When they were out walking one evening, Elliott led Stevie
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into the one-room windowless apartment where a friend lived with
eight brothers and sisters and his parents and his father’s workshop.
There the father knocked together wood chairs that the kids would
peddle for fifteen cents each.

The room smelled of cooking and body odor and raw wood;
two of the children looked rachitic, like shriveled-up little old
people with lined faces and missing teeth. They shivered under the
threadbare blanket on a sheetless mattress.

Elliott kept himself clean. He spent most nights at a newsboys’
home where he rented a bed for six cents, got a free bath and oc-
casionally a haircut for three cents from one of the older boys.
Now that Stevie knew him better he realized that there was some-
thing cool and elegant about Elliott, as if he were the Lost Dau-
phin. He seemed to have gone directly from extreme timidity to a
faintly arrogant standoffishness, a quick relabeling of many of the
same characteristics.

Elliott loved the populous city, with its miles and miles of
slums, those mephitic tenements spread out everywhere and quick
with noise and drunken brawls, banging doors and rank cooking
smells, unlit passageways and rickety stairs, the sense that every
wall and door was just the thinnest possible membrane holding
back a boiling larval mess soon to explode and metamorphose into
more and more sticky life.

Together they followed fire wagons and black mariahs, visited
bordellos and chatted up the girls. Like all the newsboys Elliott
loved the low theater. He dragged Stevie along to the vaudeville
acts he preferred to see with strongmen and boxers, female imper-
sonators, dancing bears, banjo players, and “The Devil’s Cave,” an
exciting new fire act. They saw Dick Turpin, a play about a famous
thief that included the execution of the hero right on stage. At the
Bowery Theatre they saw a ballet of scantily clad women; on the
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sidewalk afterwards Elliott tried to dance on his toes till Crane
made him stop.

All of the rush and boom and slither on the stage was more
than matched by the noisy audience’s wisecracks. Stephen espe-
cially liked the signs that told the audience not to snack, drink,
smoke, boo too loudly, or rush the aisles, though not one of these
injunctions was obeyed. In fact, the signs only served to remind
everyone to practice these very noxious habits.

Stephen asked Elliott more than once if hed ever thought of
combining pickpocketing with selling newspapers but Elliott
looked scandalized, then smiled his shy geisha smile with his hand
over his bad teeth and confessed, “I'd be afraid.” Even so, in The
Fainted Boy Stephen would attribute petty theft to Elliott, since he
had already researched it and learned the lingo from an ex-con for
a Herald article he wanted to write. Anyway, theft had provided a
dramatic way to introduce Elliott to Theodore Koch, the married
man. Crane didn't know how they'd actually met (Elliott never told
him), but Crane could never forget the face of that man waiting on

the street for them outside the Slide.

Stephen remembered the afternoon when he'd met Jennie. Elliott,
with an air of a curator bringing out the prized piece in his collec-
tion, took him to an apartment near the Fifth Avenue and the
Central Park Zoo. It was in a new building in a Beaux Arts style—
the sort of residence, Stephen thought, I would never have imag-
ined belonging to one of Elliott’s friends. We went up four flights
to the top floor where someone had left the front door ajar.
Elliott told me on the way that Junie was the one who'd been
his “queer mother.” She (or he?) had taught him how to be queer,
and when Elliott was cold and hungry and hadn't sold his papers
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he could always sleep on Jennie’s couch. “She’s just a friend. A
mother. Of course we'd never do anything . .. of that sort. She
just likes me. She takes care of me.”

Inside, drapes had been drawn over closed curtains to create a
crepuscular atmosphere. A suffocating odor of tuberose, too ag-
gressive to be accommodated and forgotten, clung to heavy store-
bought family furniture that had been sprinkled with lace throws
and antimacassars as dainty as ocean foam. A grandfather clock
ticked like a time bomb.

At last the occupant of the apartment appeared, brushing
through a portiere of fringe dangling over the bedroom door. He
seemed to be a man—at least his hands were large and his Adam’s
apple prominent—but he shuffled along with a slave girl’s traips-
ing gait, and indeed he had bangles around his ankles just below
his silk harem pants. Something floating and diaphanous sheathed
his thick torso; through the layers of sheer fabric one could see
large female breasts.

“Hello,” a dark contralto voice said, “I'm Jennie June, some-
times known as Ralph, or Earl.”

Elliott and I had no such multiple identities to disclose, so the
introductions were quickly made.

Jennie led us back to two armchairs and, for herself, an
uncomfortable-looking side chair with a gilded bamboo back. Her
hips appeared very wide and she settled down on the flimsy cane
bottom like a matronly bird on a very small nest. “It’s fortunate for
me,” Jennie said coolly, “that you're not one of my many types. If
you were bigger or rowdier or more athletic I'd be trying to seduce
you the whole time.”

“I am athletic,” I said, instantly regretting the flare-up of my
pride that made me sound as if I wanted to be eligible for this

creature’s attentions. I gulped, “Or rather I was.”
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“Ah, we all have a glorious past. I, for instance, was a man, but
two years ago I was castrated at my request. The intention of such
a drastic intervention was to ablate my libidinous desires, which
had gotten out of hand. Between the ages of twenty and thirty-
two I had enjoyed the favors of nearly three thousand men and had
developed a passion for practicing fellatio, placing their membra vir-
ilia in ore” My Latin was fairly impressionistic but I was certain a
cock in the mouth was being discussed.

“Sometimes it is my delight to place the membra intra femora
meius.” Between the thighs? He likes to be browned between bis locked thighs?

Jennie June crooned, “As you can see, I am a highly respectable
person of an upper-middle-class background. And I am of a schol-
arly turn of mind and, when I know you better, I'll divulge to you
more about my academic pursuits.”

That was rich—he was more modest about his studies than his
sex life. His face, glabrous and plucked clean of eyebrows, he
turned toward me as if presenting me with a wide dish of blanc-
mange. “How do you fit in,” I asked, “your academic life with your
hobby as a bisexual?” I'd picked up that he liked the word bisexual to
refer to a man-woman who slept with men.

“Hobby!” He shrieked with indignation. “Youre an outrage!”
Like a mother hen he rose partly from his nest, ruftled his feathers
and then sat magnificently back down. “Well you might ask,” he
said in a more conciliatory tone, “if I'd given myself free rein, I
would've never amounted to anything. Luckily, I had self-discipline
to confine my sprees (for that is what I called them) to one day every
fortnight. But, heavens! I'm forgetting my hostessly duties. Would
you like a very special tea with bits of dried orange and bergamot
in 1t?”

“With pleasure,” I said. Elliott was hypnotized by our host’s
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grand manner and appeared to be memorizing his “upper-middle-
class” ways and my elegant replies.

When we'd settled down again I said to this ageless, sexless
creature, “As a mere man I can’t imagine having as many conquests
as you've accumulated.”

“Well, my dear,” he said, sipping delicately without slurping,
and looking up with round eyes over the rim of the cup, “I've al-
ways had a faiblesse for our young warriors, those earthly embodi-
ments of the great god Mars. I discovered a military camp not far
from here, in White Plains to be exact—biscuit?” And he offered
me a pink ladyfinger, before taking one himself and inspecting it
from all sides, then consuming it in two bites. He continued to
speak with the mouthful of pink biscuit clearly visible, like a
thicker, younger, tongue, one that had somehow come loose.
Maybe he thought as a lady he should feast only on pink foods, for
he also downed several heavily iced pink cupcakes.

He suddenly clapped his hands together like a child. “Oh,
I love soldiers! I met one at the entrance to the camp and told him
I admired his muscles and sun-bronzed neck and his wide chest
and deep voice. I said that I might easily swoon—and I did in real-
ity half-stumble—in the presence of such martial virility! He
blushed like a boy and in a choked-up voice asked me my name.
‘Jennie June, I said brightly and he asked me, with a dawning smile,
if I were a boy in gitl’s clothes. I put my hands over my ears and
wagged my head furiously side to side: ‘Not so many dreadful
questions!’ I added, gurgling in baby talk, T'm neither fish nor fowl,
I'm a iddle-widdle baby, just a tiny whiney babykins, and he
laughed gaily and said, ‘Maybe the baby needs a bottle? Something
to suck on? Such a hungry little baby. And I was charmed by how

fast he was, for I've always insisted intelligence is a matter of
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quickly resetting one’s dials and who could be faster than Corporal
Courtney?”

I nodded vaguely, not sure what I was committing myself to
and certain the corporal must have been desperately randy if he'd
fallen under the spell of this thick-thighed zephyr.

“I soon became the daughter of the regiment,” Jennie June said
complacently, fanning herself with a letter, not because it was hot
but for rhetorical effect. “I would just show up to the entrance of
the barracks wearing mascara and a semitransparent blouse but
baggy men’s trousers that nonetheless revealed my ample hips.” He
stood suddenly and turned slowly around to show me their ampli-
tude. “One of my colleagues at work recently paid me the compli-
ment of saying, ‘Ralph, you are a tub of mush! You look like a fat
Frau in the last stage of pregnancy!””

I wasn't quite sure why Ralph should like this description ex-
cept that it did fully acknowledge his femininity. I smiled weakly.

“At the barracks some of the soldiers treated me roughly and
even shoved me, saying I was an abomination, but the corporal was
kind, and besides, there was a fire of lust burning in his eyes, so he
protected me. I said, “They want to spank the iddle-widdle baby
but baby hasn't been naughty, no, no!" ”

“And did he keep you all to himself?” Pulling out my reporter’s
notepad. “Is it all right?” I asked, nodding toward my pen.

“I'm relieved you're taking notes,” Jennie / Ralph said with a sa-
gacious nod. The implication was that he knew that he was a natu-
ral subject for journalistic investigation and he preferred open
professional curiosity to veiled slipshod amateurism. “No,” Jennie
said, “he shared me with his friends. As long as they were willing
to rock me in their arms and call me their darling baby, I was happy
to perform fellatio on them.”

He pronounced it “fell-ah-tee-oh,” in the Latin fashion. He
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obviously saw himself as an object of scientific inquiry and an ava-
tar of the Classical tradition.

“But which are you in your heart of hearts?” I asked. “A girl or
a baby?”

“Well you might ask. I was happiest when I performed as the
French Doll Baby in a cabaret on the Bowery. We dolls wear gowns
of an art design—Art Nouveau—and we're little "fraidy-cat ba-
bies who weep easily, but we can be gay and sing along like pert
misses, so fly, playing to a stalwart guy. Here’s a poem I translated
from the French:

‘Little tootsy-wootsy!” cries Guy,
Art ravishingly cute!
Thou art, yea, a pretty Pussie! Pussie! Pussie!

Ne'er saw I such a beaut.”

As I sat there watching this deformity-pudding rave on about
her youth I became more and more depressed. All too easily I could
imagine the scorn or even murderous rage she must have awakened
in her day and indeed soon she was talking about Harvey, a jailbird
whom she offered to keep since he was so strong, such a hero, a ti-
tan, a Hercules. Until Harvey led her into a dark alley in the waste-
land of gas-houses, closed factories, and storeyards beside the East
River, robbed her, and beat her so badly she couldn’t leave her
apartment for two weeks afterwards. I wondered if Elliott would,
over the years, become more and more like her. But Elliott would
never have this comfortable apartment to retreat to. And Elliott
would have no safe, middle-class life as an alternative.

Jennie recounted more horrors she'd endured at Harvey’s hands.
And yet all she could say now, years later, was that if she ever saw
Harvey again, her hero-boy, shed walk up behind him and whis-

per, “Supreme Man.”
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“I'm sure,” she said, “that he'd recognize me, for certainly no
one else in his crowd of rowdies and illiterates has ever called him
Supreme Man. The naughty, foolish man, he rejected my magnani-
mous offer to send him to university so that he might win a re-
spectable position in society as a doctor or a lawyer—rejected me
just for the fleeting pleasure of striking me down in an ignomini-
ous alleyway, and only because he had been taught by society that
an androgyne is Satan’s child.”

He told us how hed often trip up and down the Rialto, by
which he meant Fourteenth Street between Broadway and Second
Avenue, in full makeup and with his gurgling baby-like cooing and
a mincing walk, and how on that short strip hed meet and greet
the cardsharps and fancy ladies, the small-time crooks and sister
androgynes or “female-impersonators,” as he sometimes called
them. If she saw a man she liked shed try to lure him up Second
Avenue to Stuyvesant Square, an outdoor park that was looked
down upon by the chaste fagade of the Quaker church.

“Or laughing and gurgling like a delighted baby girl, I might
lead him to Paresis Hall on the Bowery at Fifth Street. The habi-
tués never called it ‘Paresis, which after all is the final stage of
madness in syphilis—they called it simply ‘the Hall. In fair weather
it had a beer garden out back. I can well remember seating myself
there, while at adjoining tables rang out the shrieks and guffaws of
the androgynes, young bloods and ‘soubrettes, by which I mean
genital females. I quickly learned that my sister androgynes had
assumed names such as ‘Manon Lescaut’ and ‘Prince Pansy, though
Manon’s only sign of her femininesqueness was her wide hips. An-
other androgyne (who curiously enough used a male sobriquet,
Roland Reeves) looked feminine only because of his natural beard-
lessness and pink-peony cheeks. He, Roland, approached my table
and invited me to join his club, the Cercle Hermaphroditos. He
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said, “We care to admit only extreme types, true glandular cases
who like to doll themselves up. We must stand united against the
world’s persecution of bisexuals. After all, our only fault is that in
one out of one hundred and fifty presumed males the internal tes-
ticular secretion has failed to be of the right consistency.”

“And yet,” I objected, though I knew that my objection would
raise a storm of pedantic Latinate argument, “your drive could
only be that of a man. Only a man could have such a voracious
appetite.”

“Have you never heard of Messalina? Of Catherine the Great?
Oh, my dear, history is full of splendid, reckless nympho-
maniacs.”’

I just shrugged and said, “Overruled.”

As Jennie prattled on, I noticed that her speech was peppered
with such falsely elegant, freshly minted expressions as “beardal
hair” for beard, “glabricity” for hairlessness, the “Noachian deluge”
for the flood, and “I experience only detestation” for I detest. She
made me smile,

He offered to accompany us to a masked ball. Apparently he
had a “hypermasculine” escort, a certain Tony Neddo, to accom-
pany him. “You will be impressed by Tony’s heroic masculinism,
though he has only the meager education of the rural districts of
Ireland.”

The plan for her was to go to Paresis Hall in men’s clothes and
there change into full female finery. Jennie had already bought a
knee-length turquoise satin gown in which she would interpret
Euterpe. Shed sewn gold-dipped sleigh bells to lace flounces on
the shoulders and sleeves. “Whenever I will move, they will emit a
melodious jingle,” she said, lowering her eyes modestly. “And then
I'll be wearing openwork stockings of an azure hue and pumps of

purple kid with mother-of-pear]l buckles. My chevelure will be
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surmounted by a gold-plated Iyre, studded with hundreds of Paris
diamonds. And I promise you you'll be surrounded by wonderful
creatures—monkeys, geese, foxy grandpas, Happy Hooligans,
Mephistopheles . . .

Although I am as susceptible to female beauty as the next man,
women's talk of clothes has always bored me witless.

I kept looking at Elliott and wondering if in a few years hed be
parroting all this absurd twaddle. Obviously Jennie and “the la-
dies” we'd met at the Slide had no idea of what made them tick.
Jennie, with his breasts and wide hips, did seem the victim of a
physical imbalance, and his appetites did appear to be driven and
dangerously out-of-whack, despite his volitional castration. But I
couldn’t see anything strange about Elliott’s looks or body. He was
the usual skinny-hipped, flat-stomached, tightly wound, narrow-
chested, knobby-shouldered teenage boy even if he did put on la-
dylike airs, awkwardly, in a dumb boyish way. His feet and hands
were too large for his frame; he had the exhausted look of some-
one still growing, when he didn't look surprised at his very exis-
tence. I suspect that back on the farm he'd been a frightened drudge
who lived intensely off his daydreams (of escape, of salvation).
Now he was inhabiting an intersexual world of such fantastic di-
mensions that he no longer needed to daydream. Perhaps he feared
that sometime soon he'd wake up and he'd be back in that bleak,
unheated house outside Utica with his lanky, belligerent brothers
and sadistic father.

Jennie June’s newest rant crowded out my thoughts: “My pre-
cious convives, don't you just know your little baby Jennie has to be
oh-so-careful when I'm all dolled up because on three separate oc-
casions I've been pursued by Stuyvesant Square clubmen—that’s
what I call the ruffians who prey on us hermaphrodites and fairies.
Usually I slip away unnoticed and board the elevated train all un-
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seen, but three times I've been dogged by clubmen, determined to
force their way into my apartment to rob me. Fortunately all three
times I detected them before heading home. When I descended
from the EI I just sat down on the first bench and outwaited them,
though twice I so outraged them that they punched me in the
face”

As Jennie went on describing her travails, Elliott’s eyes got big-
ger and bigger, as if he could see the thugs and feel the blows.

We left Jennie after many decorous farewells, made slightly dis-
concerting because she had pink cupcake frosting smeared on her
face just below her left cheek—for in her greed she had missed her
mouth.

When we came downstairs onto the street, there on the oppo-
site curb stood the married man, Theodore Koch, waiting for us.
He looked like Watteau’s Gilles, the overgrown clown with the
grown-up, unfunny face and the awkward body of a harlequin; in
the painting Gilles has somehow been hoisted up on the stage and
below him, as if in the orchestra pit, are laughing faces wearing
commedia dell'arte masks. Now there were no faces nor masks,
but the sound of mocking laughter was subsumed in Koch’s
ashamed features.

“Wait here,” Elliott said.

He went across the street and spoke to Theodore. I couldn't
hear what Elliott was saying but I could see that he was trying to
pacify the man by making quieting gestures. Theodore looked
crestfallen. If he was jealous the whole situation struck me as
ridiculous and I was tempted to cross the street and introduce

myself . ..






NINE

ORA TOLD STEPHEN THE NEXT MORNING THAT SHE THOUGHT

he was strong enough to make the voyage across the Channel.
There'd been a mix-up about renewing their American passports.
In normal circumstances they would have had to go to the Ameri-
can Embassy in London, but due to the “special circumstances,”
the consular agent in Dover had been officially instructed to come
to the hotel to take their sworn statements; he was supposed to is-
sue them the documents later today.

Just to make chitchat (and because the matter directly con-
cerned him), Cora recounted all the copious details of the pass-
port affair, all the he-said she-said particulars, but at last Stevie
held up a hand, as if to ward off the hailstorm of words. He said,
“I can’r .. ” She stopped, not disconcerted or angry, but awed by
his upraised hand. He'd always been game for “real life,” as they
jokingly called it, the sordid details about the drunk cook who had
to be replaced and the snobbish coachman who quit without no-
tice, all the funny things Mrs. Conrad said about Henry James’s
fear that some of his august friends (Mrs. Wharton, for one)
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might accidentally meet the Cranes, who weren't properly married,
whose lives were “irregular”—oh, Stevie had always been game for
the net full of gossip Cora spread out at his feet at least once a day,
for if he was an imaginative writer, one who could invent people
and incidents ex nibilo, she was a mimetic artist in both her conver-
sation and her writing. She brought him all these ugly scraps hop-
ing he'd sew them into a beautiful quilt. Now, however, with those
words I can’t, and his raised protective hand, Stevie revealed he
couldn’t cope with the world anymore, with “real life,” and she saw
that his renunciation was irrevocable.

From now on all his energies would be consecrated to
survival—to the trip to the Black Forest. And to this strange little
book, The Painted Boy.

She wondered if the “affair” between Theodore and Elliott
was Stevie’s adult, dying self revisiting the vital kid he'd once been.
She esteemed Stevie too highly—as a free spirit, a devoted lover, a
shining artist, a stainless journalist—to question this latest and
possibly last endeavor. But she couldn't help probing it, gently, as
one would look at a wound.

Was he expressing feelings he always harbored but never dared
let out? But no, that was impossible. She understood men, how
some looked at other men with rivalry, others with hate and some
with friendly competition, still others with indifference—and the
few with desire. But Stevie didn’t desire other men; he liked most
people with a canine friendliness and an acquired amused skepti-
cism. Ten men and boys could troop past him stark naked and he
wouldn't even look up from his book except to tease one about his
bottom turned red from sitting too long.

At the first rustle of a bombazine skirt, however, his eyes would
swivel like a bird-dog’s pointing a pheasant. And he noticed things,

like the size of a woman’s breasts, of course, but also the turn of
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her slender ankle and the softness of her hand, the soaring beauty
of her neck supporting a head too large to be lovely. And women’s
caprices and needs he could anticipate, the moment when they
wanted to leave the party, or undo their stays.

And now, when she thought of that gesture hed made, warding
her off or at least her words, her demands, it occurred to her that
Stevie might be vexed by the way shed taken charge, though she
had no choice. She was the one who had to orchestrate every detail
of this elaborate trip to France and thence to Bavaria. She was the
one who had to raise the money, line up the nurses, secure the
rooms here and there. And she was the one who had to dun their
agent, their rich friends and publishers here and in the States.

Maybe Stevie resented her usurpation of his powers, though
on the other hand he always used her as a secretary. But maybe
now—she couldn’t quite grasp her own idea—maybe now he was
asserting his independence from her by inventing a story that had
nothing to do with her. An all-male world that excluded her.

He said, “I'd like to sit up and dictate some more. I promise I'll
get back to The O’Ruddy, but for now—"

“Shhh,” she said, smiling. “Dearest. You'e the boss. Or, in this
case, the dictator.”

He laughed. She thought her hunch might be accurate. He was
turning her into the witness of an all-male world, of men loving
men, and that wasn't a great rupture in their lives but merely a mi-

nor way of rebuking her gentle tyranny.

THE PAINTED BOY (continued)

Theodore got winded climbing the four flights he’d rented

for Elliott. The days were growing darker earlier, and colder,
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and though it was only four-thirty Theodore hoped the day-
light would hold since there were no lamps in their room yet.
He wanted Elliott to receive a good impression of the room.
All that was in it so far, as best he could remember, was a sin-
gle bed and a chair and a chifforobe. Down the hall was a tiny
toilet and, behind the door, on the other side, a sink. Theo-
dore had just bought a pitcher and bowl for washing up in
the room.

Theodore felt the key in his pocket for the third time. Its
jagged teeth on one side and smooth back on the other felt
like a scaled-down containable version of everything he’d
hoped for. He looked back at Elliott, who was just a few steps
below him. He’d wanted the boy to go first so Elliott wouldn’t
observe him struggling up four flights. But Elliott kept ush-
ering the man forward with a funny gesture of his right
hand, almost as if he were scattering seed.

There were dubious sounds and smells in the stairwell,
though at this hour surely most of the residents must be at
work. Maybe their wives were already preparing supper.

Theodore imagined his wife thought he was having an
affair with another woman. He guessed that from little
things she said and did. Just last Sunday she’d insisted that
they should go to church after months of not attending, as if
a reminder of the sacraments would make him straighten
out. While kneeling he thought of Elliott. Elliott’s naked
body.

Theodore, who admitted he was too portly, now reached
their landing. He was seeing stars and breathing heavily. He
looked back at Elliott, who was still two steps behind and be-
low him, wearing the newsboy’s cap that writer fellow had
bought him. It wasn’t that Theodore pictured doing lascivi-
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ous things to Elliott, at least not usually; that wasn’t why he
stripped him mentally when he thought about him. Elliott
did not look like himself when he was dressed, just as Napo-
leon was said not to have resembled himself if seen from the
left side rather than the right side, or head-on. In clothes,
Elliott looked cramped, old-mannish, his face as white as
winter; but once he cast them aside he recovered his sum-
mery boyishness.

“No, wait,” Theodore said, holding out a hand. He in-
serted the key, pushed the door open, lifted Elliott in his arms
and carried him over the threshold. Elliott weighed danger-
ously little.

The boy looked around the room a bit listlessly and with-
out much comprehension, like a Red Indian contemplating
his first Rubens. Maybe in his backward, motherless family
the boys had never learned to show enthusiasm or even curi-
osity, much less gratitude. Or maybe he was unimpressed;
perhaps he had many rich clients who invited him back to
sumptuous quarters. Or maybe in fact he was overwhelmed
and unable to show it, deprived of the simplest language of
acknowledgment. Or maybe, like Theodore’s own son,
Robin, he was determined not to gratify Theodore by ex-
pressing the expected emotion. Or maybe—

Oh, it was hopeless, trying to guess what Elliott was
thinking. The boy was naturally reticent, and the less he said
the more Theodore heard himself stuttering, sighing, finish-
ing unspoken sentences for him.

“Well?” Theodore asked. He shrugged his bulky body out
of the heavy overcoat and threw his garment on the bed. He’d
left the ewer and bowl on the floor outside. Now he brought
them in and closed the door. To fill the silence Theodore re-
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moved the packaging and centered the new objects on the
hardwood floor near the window.

“Is it really mine?” Elliott asked tonelessly. The boy was
looking out the window and the last glow in the sky disclosed
the ratty little garden below, just a few leafless brambles in
the mud.

Theodore was standing beside him and put his arm
around the boy’s slender waist. “Here’s the key, the one and
only key. It’s all yours.” He paused. “Not much, but it’s home,
eh?”

Elliott turned toward him and kissed him on the cheek.
Theodore worried that someone across the way might see
them.

“Undress me,” Elliott whispered. “If we’re lying down,
we’re so high up no one will be able to see in.”

“The bank . ..” Theodore feebly protested. He was due
back, though the estimable Mr. Stallman, his assistant, would
cover for him once again, no doubt.

No, it was something else; when Theodore wasn’t with
Elliott all he could do was think about the boy. When he was
with him, however, he was so anxious he couldn’t wait to
leave, as if he needed solitude to recreate the boy’s image in
his mind, to worship it at the correct distance.

For years—for a decade!—many things, most things, in
Theodore’s life had been predictable and stable and had
grown stale. Of course there was little Robin’s terrible bout
of mumps, the impossibly high fevers that only ice packs and
cold drinks and venesection with leeches had been able to
bring down—the poor little tyke had been drained of seventy
ounces of blood altogether.

And then there was the birth of little Josephine, who was
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delivered with much more pain than Robin, and only after
ten hours of excruciating labor.

After Josephine’s birth Theodore’s wife, Christine, had
never wanted to make love again. Perhaps she now associated
intimacy with pain. Or maybe her maternal joys and sorrows
replaced her womanly desires; he’d heard of such cases. Jose-
phine had been frail and underweight at birth; Christine had
moved her next to her bedroom and usually kept the door
open so that she might hear the slightest stirring or cry.

For the next decade Theodore had kept to his own little
room. He’d gratified himself at the table with second help-
ings of buttery dishes and rich desserts. At lunchtime he con-
sumed three courses at his club around the corner from the
bank. His tailor had let out his suits without comment be-
yond saying quietly, “We can always let them out a bit more
next year if you like—just bring them in.” No one com-
mented on his “bay window” except for Mr. Niedermayer,
the bank president, who found such “added adipose” gratify-
ing in a man since he himself overindulged and liked to refer
to his “Jovian girth,” as if it truly were godlike. Nieder-
mayer’s stomach did not really go with his spindly long arms
and legs.

Now Theodore sat at one end of the single bed, out of
eyeshot, and had Elliott stand facing him. He slowly un-
dressed him, starting with his little cap and jacket and work-
ing his way down, bending over to unlace the shoes, pulling
them off, one by one, as the boy steadied himself on the man’s
shoulders. Then the stockings, then the trousers and under-
garments.

A sharp smell of crabgrass and sperm, sweet, almost lac-

tic, lifted off the newly liberated body, for it had been freed
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from every sign that it belonged to this century rather than
to some remote bucolic one. Now he stood in front of him
like a portable deity, the presence, at once domestic and sa-
cred, unveiled to protect the hearth. Theodore remembered
that when he was a boy, Catholic neighbors had invited the
priest in to bless their just completed house. That’s what
Theodore was doing, except that he was exposing the sacred
heart of his little love to consecrate this shabby room.

Theodore suddenly had a brilliant idea. “You should pose for
a sculptor, Elliott. If T had a statue of you, a nude statue, I
could live with it night and day. After all, a banker of my im-
portance”—and here Theodore smiled at his own absur-
dity—“should own neoclassical works and display them in
his drawing room, don’t you think?”

Elliott smiled at him vaguely and shook his head in dis-
belief.

“What?” Theodore asked.

Elliott said, “You’d sit in your living room with your wife
and children and a nude statue of me?”

“Of course—a thing of beauty is a joy forever.”

Elliott put his hands behind his head, revealing the corn
silk floating in his armpits. “Besides,” Elliott said with a little
smile, “it would never work. Those guys in sculptures have
small knobs. I've seen statues. And mine, as you know at
firsthand, is all too large.”

Theodore smiled, though he really didn’t like it when
Elliott was bawdy.

The next day Theodore bought a curtain on a rod and a
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hammer and nails. He stood on the chair and banged it into
place.

“So no daylight for me, then?”

“You can use some string to tie the sides together during
the daylight hours. I'll bring you a lamp tomorrow.”

Day after day Theodore added one little thing after an-
other—a washcloth, dried biscuits, a second pillow, a clean
set of sheets, a book about Ragged Dick the Newsbqy by Hora-
tio Alger, subtitled Street Life in New York. It was supposed to
be edifying.

Theodore always came at five now; he lied and told his
wife he was studying Italian with an elderly gentleman from
Florence because he wanted to have the best accent when
they made their grand voyage to the Continent in another
year.

It wasn’t that Theodore hoped to be rid of Christine, or to
live with Elliott. He didn’t think ahead, though usually it
was in the nature of love to plan. Rather, he wanted every-
thing to continue exactly as it was—his position at the bank,
his hour a day with Elliott’s warm naked body seated on his
lap, the substantial meals at home on Sixteenth Street, his
goodnight kisses with his children, the half-hour alone in
bed before he fell asleep during which he could think about
Elliott’s tiny, sensitive ears he nibbled while he stood behind
him, the deep, bluish shadow hollowed out above his promi-
nent clavicles, the high instep of feet that were marred by a
farmer’s horny nails, the way his face looked at once so young
and so weary. Weary because of the dark circles under his
eyes and the down-sweep of his mouth. Young because his
nose and ears were still diminutive with youth, and the wings
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of his nose were oily and rough with nearly invisible bumps
that could someday flare up into acne spots but probably
would not. Young because an artist could have drawn each
contour of his features with a single flowing line, none yet
irregular or quirky with age. Young because his sealskin eye-
brows formed a lovely, rounded legato mark. Young because
his hair was shiny, his cheek beardless, his pores chamois-
small (except on the nose, where they were inflamed around
the nostrils), his breath slightly decayed, his teeth as whittled
by caries as dominos by black dots. Young because his lower
lip was always moist, a patch of brightness a painter might
have rendered with a single charged dab of titanium white.

If there were fairies (or androgynes) on the one hand and
men on the other, real men, then Theodore didn’t know
which roles to assign to them. Obviously Theodore was the
man, but he didn’t like the idea of Elliott being a female
stand-in. His boyishness, which sometimes seemed as an-
tique as Attic Greece itself, was what he prized, though ad-
mittedly he had first been attracted to (galvanized by) the
ambiguity of his painted face. Was that because the mascara
revealed how desperate the boy was, how extreme, and,
therefore, how available? The paint showed that he was an
object of desire, someone for sale, which boys never were.

Theodore was amused by Elliott’s affectations, partly be-
cause he carried them off so badly. But even if inexpert, his
posing demonstrated the differences between them. Elliott
was small and smooth and elastic. He was so slender that he
did seem to be a different creature altogether, only not femi-
nine, and he was always trying out a new style of behavior,
though it never actually fit him.

“Are you ever attracted to your own son?” Elliott asked
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one afternoon. “He’s about my age, isn’t he? Is he hand-
some?”

“Never,” Theodore said. “The thought has never crossed
my mind. I love my son with a melancholy, impatient love,
partly because I see so much of myself in him. He’s a plodder
like me, doesn’t usually get the joke, is nervous for no reason
and, like me, taps his foot all the time. He has a nice way with
people, a sort of blinking, startled, completely uncalculating
niceness. I suppose he’s good-looking, though he’s not ath-
letic, and he has an overbite and already wears glasses, which
are always smudged with thumbprints. I like him on the days
when I like myself.”

Out of the blue Elliott asked, “Do I make you like your-
self?”

And just as quickly Theodore said, “On the days when you
like me, I like myself immoderately.”

One day Elliott asked, “What are you going to do when
you get to Italy and you can’t speak Italian of any sort, much
less with the right accent?”

“Oh, but I do speak a bit of Italian already.” Theodore
thought it over and said, “Once in a while I start to imagine
all the disasters that lie in wait for me, and then I can’t sleep.
But most of the time I push it all out of my mind.”

“Like what? What sort of disasters?”

“That you’ll leave me for someone richer or more amus-
ing. That my wife will see us together. That I'll lose my job.
That I’ll end up in the gutter. That we’ll dock in Genoa and I
won’t remember the word for baggage.”

“What is it?”

“Bagagli.”

Elliott practiced saying it just by moving his lips, not
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making a sound. At last he said, “No one is as good and kind
as you. Why would I leave you? As for amusing, that means
nothing to me...a lot of the other newsboys are funny
enough.”

Theodore had no idea how Elliott passed his days. He knew
that Elliott still sold papers, though no longer during the full
evening shift since he invariably spent from five to six with
Theodore. He took the lefto